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Abstract 
This study examines the home as a context of viewing for the television programme 
Intersexions in the township of Ginsberg in the Eastern Cape. The central question asked is 
whether the household influences the interpretation of the programme. The research was 
mainly conducted through ethnographical methods of participant observation and focus group 
interviews. Six families were observed and six gender-based focus groups convened. 
Drawing from the work of Morley (1986) and Lull (1990) that argues that the home be taken 
more seriously as a context of viewing; this study posits that the home is a rule-bound micro-
society that influences the interpretation of media messages.  
As a starting point, this study contends with the arguments that the South African government 
has been slow to acknowledge the extent of the problem presented by the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic. Much has been written about the inefficiency of state efforts to educate the public, 
with some pundits suggesting that government communications strategies have largely been 
outdated and thus resisted by audiences (Treffry-Goatley, Mahlinza & Imrie, 2013). To 
counter the pandemic, a large number of independent educational television serials have been 
launched in South Africa, and met with popular appeal since 1994. Furthermore, this 
development is in line with global trends of high audience ratings for Entertainment- 
Education (EE) programmes (Singhal et al., 1993). To investigate complex issue of EE 
reception by audiences in this burgeoning area of study, the programme at the centre of this 
study, Intersexions, is a good example. The serial, which concluded its second season in 
August 2013, is second to only the established soap opera, Generations, in television ratings 
in South Africa.   
Therefore, the impressive ratings garnered by educational serials in South Africa are a chance 
for audience studies to study audiences in context. This research investigates Intersexions 
using the understanding that television audiences must be analysed in “cultural and historic 
specific” sites because the struggle to make meanings of texts takes place at the moment 
when the text and subject meet (Fiske, 1987). This research investigates the assumption that 
the meanings made by audiences depend not just on the text, but also on environment. This 
means that the research delves into the situational context in which media are used and 
interpreted. Therefore, the central aim of this study is to analyse television viewing of the 
entertainment education programme, Intersexions, in the natural setting of the home, which is 
in line with analysing television viewers in cultural and historically specific sites.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
               Introduction 
1.1. Introduction 
This study investigates the reception of the television programme Intersexions within the 
viewing context of the home. The study is a reception analysis of the viewing of Intersexions 
by young people within a rule-bound family environment.  
This chapter’s structure will reflect the outline of the thesis. Following a brief and personal 
background to the research, the first section will present the context of the study, which will 
be the discussion carried in Chapter two. The next section in this chapter outlines the 
theoretical framework, which will be the literature reviewed in Chapter three. A brief 
discussion of the methodology and data gathering process will conclude this chapter and 
highlight the themes discussed in Chapter four. The chapters that conclude the thesis, Chapter 
five; the findings and analysis of findings, and Chapter six; the conclusion, will not form part 
of this introduction but follow in the end pages of the study. 
1.2. Background to the study 
The first time I encountered Intersexions was in 2010, the year the programme was first 
broadcast in South Africa. I remember that I saw the programme intermittently during that 
first season but, when I had the chance, I was struck by its high production value. The reason 
I avoided the programme initially, is because it was too close to home; its level of reality and 
scope into issues of youth were too truthful to bear. Worst of all, it dealt with the killer issue 
of HIV/AIDS; a raw reality that the township I lived in was ill-equipped to handle. Ginsberg 
township, outside King Williams Town in the Eastern Cape, the township where I grew up, 
lacked and still lacks the social and material infrastructure needed to deal with the scourge of 
the disease. Therefore, instead of hope in the future, fear of the present, and a devastating 
state of HIV/AIDS prevails (see Cullinan and Thom, 2009). Thus, what Intersexions achieved 
in that first season, by attracting South African viewers by their millions (Nicolson, 2013), 
was to get young people, and generally all people, to face their naivety and fear. The 
significance of Intersexions is that it has gone on to be a critical success, winning eleven 
South African Film and Television Awards in 2011 and international recognition in the 
prestigious George Foster Peabody Award (Nicolson, 2013).  
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Therefore, my starting point was to acknowledge that the programme is popular and that 
people enjoy watching it. Moreover, aside from popularity, I was interested in the way the 
programme appealed to young people. This study investigates how that appeal; the appeal of 
a show that explores the sensitive topics of sex and HIV/AIDS is received within black 
households. My particular interest in studying the programme, and the reason more research 
should be conducted in this regard, is that Intersexions is aimed, as is most entertainment-
education (EE) programmes, at individual viewer behavioural change (see Singhal and 
Rogers, 1999); with little emphasis on the context of the viewer. In this regard, most 
television research can be seen as measurement or quantitative aggregation of how many 
people are watching, and through the numbers, quantify the degree to which they enjoy or 
learn from certain programmes (Morley, 1986). The way in which the information is gathered 
for these studies often ignores the context of the use of television.  
What I wanted to achieve through this study is to highlight the point made by Tufte (2001) 
that important in-depth information about the reasons people are watching particular 
programmes and how they are watching them is missed when solely quantitative measures 
are used. Another importantly goal of this research is to begin to shed light on the way in 
which the historical or situational reality of people impacts on the meanings they make of EE 
programming. In a country with many societal problems, where television is a popular 
medium, one can argue that there has been scant analysis of contextualised audience studies. 
Much of the research that has emerged about the EE productions in South Africa can be 
placed on the quantitative bracket; many have argued for the success of EE based on numbers 
and the popularity of shows (see Singal and Rogers, 2001; Parker, 2003; Smith, 2003; 
Barnett, 2004; Tufte, 2006; Soul City, 2008; Moyer-Guse, 2008; Cousins, 2009; Storey and 
Sood, 2013; Gasser-Edelsburg and Singhal, 2013). Although there has been a call within 
entertainment education to consider the context of viewing, the reaction to such a move has 
been slow (Moyer-Guse, 2008; Tufte, 2001 & 2006; Bouman, Maas & Kok, 1998).  This 
research aims to answer the call to locate EE within audience studies and investigate the 
context of viewing as an important factor in the assimilation of EE messages. This study 
proposes to examine how the popular programme Intersexions is received and how it is 
interpreted within a given social context of viewing.  
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1.3 Context of the study 
1.3.1. Media context 
Intersexions, a television series based on multiple characters interconnected by social and 
sexual relationships, has been lauded for its realism and its honest depiction of HIV/AIDS in 
South Africa (Nicolson, 2013). The first season of the 26 episode serial was first broadcast in 
2010 on SABC 1. The first episode of the series was watched by half of the television 
viewers in South Africa and remained popular throughout the season (Storey and Sood, 
2013). The second season, which premiered on 12 February 2013 and ended 6 August 2013, 
continued the momentum with average viewership figures of five million (tvsa.co.za), 
making Intersexions the second most popular television programme in the country behind the 
soap opera, Generations,  with six million daily viewers (tvsa.co.za).  
The investment that was made in broadcasting as an educational tool in South Africa, 
(discussed in Chapter two), has reaped rewards, if one considers the popularity of educational 
programmes in the country (sabceducation.com). Educational programmes in South Africa 
generally follow closely behind soap operas in the audience ratings and are a long way ahead 
of other formats such as film, news broadcasts, reality shows and sport (SAARF, 2011). The 
popularity of entertainment education (EE) programmes that deal with sensitive topics such 
as HIV/AIDS support the findings that young people respond to creative and innovative 
health communication rather than fatalistic messages (Harrison and Steinberg, 2002: 26; 
Parker, 2003: 8; Treffry-Goatley, Mahlinza and Imrie, 2013: 113; Mitchelle and Smith 2003: 
514).  
Entertainment on television has thus been used more and more to educate young viewers 
because of the medium’s ability to reach into the private sphere of the home, encouraging 
people to engage with a variety of private matters (Tufte, 2002; 2006). It has also been the 
case in South Africa, more so considering the generally low levels of education in the country 
and ineffective government health communication efforts (Treffry-Goatley, Mahlinza and 
Imrie, 2013: 113). South Africa, thus, has many examples of EE programmes that have been 
produced over the last two decades, with Soul City and Yizo Yizo among the first two; others 
include Soul Buddyz, Tsha Tsha, Gazlam, 4play - Sex Tips for Girls, Heartlines, Hopeville 
and Skeem. Chapter two will discuss that these programmes have not developed in a vacuum; 
they have been part of a long tradition in South Africa that utilises broadcasting to re-order 
past inequalities (Barnett, 2004; Storey and Sood, 2013). This tradition follows post-apartheid 
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policy that puts emphasis in broadcasting as a key to nation building and the provision of 
information (Fourie, 2003).  
1.3.2. Social Context 
This study proceeds with the theory in mind that television audiences have to be analysed in 
“cultural and historic specific” sites because the struggle to make meanings of texts takes 
place at the moment when the text and subject meet (Morley, 1991; Fiske, 1987). The 
meanings that audiences make depend not just on the text but their environment (Fiske, 
1987). This means that television research has to delve into the situational context in which 
media are used and interpreted (Moores, 1993). In a highly unequal country such as South 
Africa, with up to 28 million or 45 - 57% of the population living in poverty (Oosthuizen, 
2009; Fourie, 2003), the social and material context within which media messages are 
received can shape meaning-making. The Eastern Cape, especially, presents an interesting 
context to investigate the gains of educational programming in redressing past imbalances. 
The Eastern Cape is one of the poorest provinces in South Africa (Statistics South Africa, 
2009; Elsenburg.com, 2005) with 30% of the population unemployed, slightly more than the 
national average of 25% (Miti, 2013). The township of Ginsberg, the context of the study, is 
located within this history of the Eastern Cape as former homelands - Transkei and Ciskei. 
The province thus continues to suffer from high rates of poverty, unemployment and low 
levels of education, two legacies directly linked to the historical economic exploitation of the 
former homeland areas by the apartheid government (Van der Berg, 2007; ecsecc.org, 2012).  
1.4. Theoretical Framework 
In line with health communication strategies that advocate contextualised audience research 
(Tufte, 2002); this study will examine Intersexions within the audience studies perspective of 
analysing television viewing in the natural setting of the home (Morley, 1992; Strelitz 2000). 
Researched produced by Morley (1980) supported arguments that audiences do not make 
meaning of television programmes as individual entities, as it was previously thought, but in 
the group context of the home. Together with health communication ‘media advocacy’ 
strategies that refocused research away from individual messaging to community based 
approaches (Coulson, 2001: 3), the household has had to be taken seriously as a unit of 
analysis when looking at television viewing (Morley, 1991; Moores, 1993). This study thus 
seeks to understand the way audiences make meaning of the television programme 
Intersexions within that context.  
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Cultural studies approaches state that meanings are made when the text and the reader meet 
and that reading as part of lived culture will be used as the lens to understand the complex 
process of media interpretation within structured environments (Buckingham, 2008). To this 
end, this study assumes that the interpretation of media messages is done within the context 
of familial power relations instead of an individual cognitive process (Lull, 1990; Morley, 
1986, 1991). Television is thus a potential source of conflict between children and parents, 
where moral issues about what young people are allowed to watch, as well as timetable issues 
– when they are watching and how much might arise (Fiske, 1987; Morley, 1986, Lull, 1990; 
Moores, 1993). Television then plays a vital role in what Morley (1986: 16) calls “the politics 
of the living room”. This study proposes to use the same insights on power relations in 
television viewing and focus on the axes of power between parents and children and whether 
the power relations experienced at home influence the meanings young people make of media 
messages. 
1.5. Methodology 
This study argues that television research needs to examine viewers in their ‘natural setting’ 
of the home (Morley, 1992). This study is a reception analysis which draws highly from a 
qualitative approach. The philosophical and methodological underpinnings of the qualitative 
approach allowed the use of qualitative research techniques. An ethnographic approach that 
uses qualitative methods such as participant observation and the focus group interview was 
taken to collect data for this study (Deacon et al., 2007; Strelitz, 2000). The in-depth 
interview and participation observation methods are considered as the more appropriate ways 
of analysing audiences (Morley, 1991). Therefore, I used the ethnographic methods of 
participant observation to explore the terrain, and that was followed by focus groups that 
provided detail and responses from the people observed. Families for the participant 
observation segment of the study lived close to me, and thus were chosen for the ease of 
access and because of the rapport already established, which minimised discomfort. To select 
participants for the focus groups, snowball sampling was used. Overall, this reception study 
sought to understand the way that the home as a viewing context influences the meanings that 
television viewers in Ginsberg make of the television programme Intersexions.   
1.6. Conclusion 
This chapter has presented an overview of the study, its overall background and its 
significance. It outlined the theoretical underpinnings of the study and the methods used to 
6 
 
collect the data. This chapter has also served as an outline of the structure of the whole thesis, 
which will follow as the sections were set out in this chapter, with the inclusion of the 
Presentation and Analysis of Findings chapter and the Conclusion. 
In the following chapter, I discuss the social context within which Intersexions can be 
located. The section also discusses the broader context of the South African society and 
Ginsberg township as an environment where viewing takes place. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
   Social context of the study 
 
2.1. Introduction 
This chapter details the context of the society in which the analysis is situated. The discussion 
locates Intersexions within developments in the South African broadcasting environment, and 
the townships of South Africa as a context of consumption. This chapter discusses the 
broader context and history in which Intersexions is produced and the specific material and 
social conditions in which the programme is consumed by television viewers in the township 
of Ginsberg. This background is important because it highlights the main point conveyed by 
this study regarding the interpretation of television messages within particular social contexts.  
 
The chapter will start with a focus on the SABC because the programme under investigation 
is broadcast on SABC 1. The aim of the chapter is to outline the broader context of South 
Africa’s media landscape and how deep structural changes had to be undertaken within the 
broadcast sector when the country transitioned to a constitutional democracy. This outline of 
the social and political issues that had to be negotiated provides the necessary backdrop to 
frame the development of Intersexions and other education programmes similar to it. The 
chapter will also detail the interplay between present social conditions and historical events; 
such as the fight against the rise of HIV/AIDS that have contributed to making Intersexions 
the television phenomena that it is. The latter section of the chapter concentrates on the social 
context of the study. A brief history of Ginsberg is offered in conjunction with the current 
state of living conditions in townships which exist as a result of apartheid (Bond, 2000). 
2.2. Media context 
2.2.1. Transformation from a state broadcaster 
The SABC can easily be compared to the country that it represents; much of what is going on 
in South African society is reflected in the transition that the national broadcaster has 
undertaken (Milton, 2009). South Africa’s socio-political and economic context is an 
important subtext to understanding the way meaning is constructed through the process of 
production and interpretation. Thus, it is important that that the structure of the SABC be 
studied within the context of the changing South African society (Milton, 2009: 114).  South 
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Africa’s young democracy demands that any contextualisation of issues consider the impact 
of apartheid and post-apartheid developments; and broadcasting is no exception. Duncan 
(2000: 2) argues that the sector ‘carries a huge legacy from apartheid’ and, as such, to 
enunciate the present broadcasting terrain in South Africa this study will have to distinguish 
between the apartheid South African Broadcast Corporation (SABC) and the post-apartheid 
SABC. An important point of distinction is the 1994 elections, and the change the SABC had 
to undertake from a state broadcaster and a mouthpiece for government propaganda to a 
national broadcaster (Barnett, 1999a; Barnett, 1998).  
The successful coverage of the first democratic elections (Teer-Tomaselli, 1995) symbolised 
the beginning of a fundamental re-structuring of not only television in South Africa but also 
the entire broadcast sector (Barnett, 1999a). The production of the television programme 
Intersexions, which is under investigation, is contained in the history of political and policy 
change in South Africa and broadcasting. The environment which produced an industry in 
South Africa for local content and education programming only became a reality when the 
South African broadcast sector transformed from an arm of the state to an independent 
broadcaster. The SABC had to rapidly change from a tool for a state broadcaster that had not 
historically provided a common space for public communication, to a public broadcaster that 
empowered citizens (Duncan, 2000). The institution also had to change from a producer of 
separatist notions of culture to a conveyor of reconciliation and unity. Faced with the 
challenge of speedily transforming this powerful institution to service rather than to oppress a 
great majority of people, post 1994 policy transformed SABC into a ‘politically independent 
and financially viable public service broadcaster’ (Barnett, 1999a: 279). 
2.2.2 Market provision and commercialisation 
Like any other large scale political transitions of recent past, South Africa had to make what 
Horwitz (2001: 37) terms  ‘a double transition: from authoritarian to democracy and from 
controlled economy to market economy’. He argues that the reformation of the SABC is an 
example of ‘negotiated liberalisation, where a backward sector was transformed into a set of 
accountable institutions’ (Horwitz, 2001). Thus the SABC had to change from an asset of 
repression to a mechanism of change for the previously disadvantaged (Taylor and Berger, 
2006). It did so by becoming a limited liability company and thus South Africa went through 
the separation of the state and broadcasting (Milton, 2009). The shift in policy and thinking 
opened the space for the greater commodification and commercialisation of cultural products. 
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These developments changed the way the SABC, from a national to an international operator; 
which also had an eye on a subnational or local production of content (Barnett, 1999a).  
Intersexions thus fits into this social and policy environment that departed from a state 
controlled broadcaster model, and the programme also fits into an industry environment that 
was tasked with increasing locally produced television programmes (Mpofu, Manhando and 
Tomaselli, 1996). Therefore, the commercialisation of the SABC and the political moves to 
distance the broadcaster from government created the environment that enabled independent 
producers to create programmes that would fill the gaps that existed in local and educational 
content (Maingard, 1997).  
2.2.3. Independent broadcaster 
As part of the move to commercialise and restructure broadcasting in South Africa, the ‘Act 
of Parliament’ in 1993, which also established an Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA 
– which was later renamed as ICASA) made possible a diverse environment by restructuring 
the SABC into an independent institution. The Act also defined that broadcasting had the 
function to entertain, inform and to educate within public, private and community 
broadcasting, thus turning the SABC into a public service broadcaster (Maingard, 1997: 262). 
These developments opened up the broadcast environment in the country, such that in a few 
years multiple broadcasters were competing with the SABC (Duncan, 2000; Taylor and 
Berger, 2006). The extent of the reformulation is witnessed today with a broader and more 
diverse broadcasting environment in South Africa than just the SABC, not just in terms of 
competing broadcasters, but also in terms of a production industry that enabled independent 
producers providing the national broadcaster with content (Maingard, 1997).  
 
Intersexions fits within this environment because the proliferation of new radio and television 
stations, diversification of new programming and restructuring of the SABC (Taylor and 
Berger, 2006), gave producers the commercial impetus and space to develop programmes 
such as Intersexions.  The SABC has played a critical role in the production of television 
programmes, especially in the areas of drama and educational programming. According to 
Mpofu, Manhando and Tomaselli (1996), “In this way it could be said that the SABC 
contributed to the growth of the local production industry”. Maingard (1997: 263) pre-empts 
the discussion to follow later about the use of mass media in South Africa to address major 
social challenges such as HIV/AIDS. She argues that ‘the SABC set the scene for major 
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advances in representations of South African issues on the national broadcaster and, 
therefore, for the representations of South African identities and subjectivities … the ground 
has been laid for much greater representation of local content on television in South Africa’. 
 
2.2.4. Limits of commercialisation 
 
The transition to a commercial entity has had drawbacks. “With all this acknowledgement, it 
still remains difficult to deny the strong argument relating to diversity which is raised by 
independent producers” (Mpofu, Manhando and Tomaselli, 1996: 36). Although the ground 
had been laid for the transformation broadcasting through the production of local content and 
the use of television programming as a vehicle for social education, both of which were 
paramount to the development of television programmes in South Africa that include 
Intersexions, commercialisation had its limitations. Free enterprise and competition limited 
the access to broadcasting that should have been extended to the bulk of the nation, and it has 
also constrained the coverage of all eleven languages in South Africa (Duncan, 2000). Most 
of the problems arise from the fact that greater competition as a result of commercialisation 
has led to the increased fragmentation of media audiences (Milton, 2009).  
These developments have led some to argue that the SABC has failed to be a public service 
broadcaster despite operating in a favourable policy environment (Mpofu, Manhando and 
Tomaselli, 1996; Barnett, 1999a). An intensive debate has raged on in South Africa in the last 
few decades about the state of the broadcasting environment (Teer-Tomaselli, 1996), which 
has brought the classical role of public service broadcaster into sharp focus. The argument is 
summed up by Barnett (1999a) that the SABC was perceived to serve the interests of 
audiences who are marginalised and ignored by commercial broadcasters but for economic 
reasons this has also not been fulfilled. Part of the restructuring of the SABC was to redefine 
the broadcaster as a service that will service the needs of a disenfranchised majority, in 
accordance with the policy initiatives of redressing past inequalities. But, being a public 
broadcaster, it has found itself caught in a dilemma: on the one hand it has to maintain 
financial viability by competing for limited advertising revenue, and, on the other hand it has 
to fulfil its mandate of targeting diverse and marginalised audiences (Milton, 2009). What 
research showed was that despite the claims that the SABC was catering for all segments of 
society, it was actually only catering to its elite and affording audiences (Duncan, 2000). 
Because of South Africa’s history of marginalising the population, race and market have a 
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complex relationship. This means that the viewers who can afford and are the most attractive 
to advertisers remain white and the least attractive are black (Milton, 2009).  Thus, what the 
SABC had to improve, which led to programmes that are geared at black audiences such as 
Intersexions, was to bring together audiences into a single national public while at the same 
time maintaining financial viability. Barnett (1998) writes that the SABC had to break up 
audiences into different non-ethnic cultures in order to proceed and develop worthwhile 
programming.  
2.2.5. Public service broadcasting 
Critics claim that the SABC has failed to be a public broadcaster at a time when the country 
needs it most. South Africa has development needs that are well known. Up to 28 million 
people out of the 41 million in the country live in poverty. Despite improvements in various 
sectors over the years, such as telecommunications and housing, 39 percent of the population 
do not have access to food and 25 percent earn less than a R100 a month (Fourie, 2003: 14). 
This reality makes it necessary for South Africa to have a strong public broadcaster that 
creates an awareness of the problems and ways to overcome them. The importance of these 
arguments cannot be understated because this is the broadcast environment that Intersexions 
was born into or resulted from; the need for education of the public, the need to pay attention 
to underdeveloped communities and the need to go back to quality public programmes. 
Therefore, the failures of the SABC to be the broadcaster that the critics envisioned, the 
commercialisation of the broadcast sector and the investment made into educational 
programming at the SABC all culminate in the production of entertainment-education 
programmes such as Intersexions.  
2.3 HIV/AIDS and Communication  
2.3.1. HIV/AIDS communication in South Africa 
In a policy environment that allowed for the use of the mass media to address social 
problems, health communication was early to use the power of broadcast to raise awareness 
about health issues. The particular social conditions that existed in South Africa post-
apartheid necessitated that HIV/AIDS be dealt with as a matter of urgency. The matter is 
articulated in the following quote:  
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“The virus thrives in situations where social and cultural norms which provide 
a stable framework for social relations have been destabilised – situations 
which are not untypical of the politically and socially fragmented townships of 
South Africa as they emerge from the apartheid era. The vulnerability of those 
who live there to HIV infection is heightened by a lack of access to information 
and communication resources” (Parker, 1994: 10). 
Thus, in order to counter the shortcomings of societal and government problems, past and 
present, and to provide a large historically marginalised population with information, post-
apartheid South Africa adopted early - the effective use of mass media for HIV/AIDS 
prevention; by developing EE programmes that preceded Intersexions (Teffrey-Goatley, 
Mahlinza and Imrie, 2013).  
The use of mass media meant that health educators had to be aware of the fact that AIDS 
education needed a change of tact from an information-based approach to a community-based 
approach (Parker, 1994). Many HIV/AIDS education programmes relied on one way 
communication, unaware that changing sexual behaviours required engaging people on 
intimate subjects and thus educational strategies had to be sensitive to socio-economic issues 
(Parker, 1994). Mass media work in health promotion had traditionally focussed on 
individualistic models of behaviour change; targeted at individuals with messages such as, 
“Use a condom”, “Go for an HIV test”; “Be faithful”. New models of health communication 
progressed beyond narrow interpretations of behaviour change by using the media to affect 
change on the community and society by stimulating community action (Coulson, 2001: 3).  
2.3.2. From individual to community based messages  
As previously stated there were fundamental shifts away from individualistic health 
education behaviour change models to acknowledge the profound impact physical and social 
environments have on people’s opportunity for health and their health behaviour (Scalway, 
2003). Intersexions, thus, is born into an environment that has already adopted a society-
based approach. “The producers for these programmes operate from the premise that 
HIV/AIDS cannot be treated in isolation, but should be situated in the context of people’s real 
life experiences” (Milton, 2009). This thinking is evidenced in the premise of the television 
series which is based on individuals who have to negotiate their way around the dangers of 
multiple partners in a highly connected social network.  
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Another worthy intervention that informs current EE strategies is the UNAIDS HIV/AIDS 
strategy established to improve health communication strategies in Africa. The study 
identified five interrelated domains of context that should be the focus in developing future 
communications strategies for HIV/AIDS prevention (Airhihenbuwa et al., 1999). These 
domains include: government policy (policy and law can support or hinder intervention 
efforts), socio-economic status (collective or individual income may allow or prevent 
adequate intervention), culture (positive, unique or negative characteristics may promote or 
hinder prevention), gender relations(status of women in relation to men in society and 
community and the influence on sexual negotiation and decision making) and spirituality (the 
roles of religious or spiritual values in promoting or hindering the translation of messages 
into positive health actions) (Airhihenbuwa et al., 1999). These interventions speak to the 
particular context in which this study finds itself. The study is located in an area of research 
that acknowledges that individual action is influenced by the wider society around it. These 
domains were intended to be used to contextualise people’s lives and encourage targeting of 
individuals within the context of their interaction with a domain or combination of domains. 
It was concluded that for Africa a community based approach was critical. (Coulson, 2001: 
4).  
2.3.3. A history of entertainment education 
Part of communicating health messages to individuals on their own terms as required by new 
approaches to health communication has been to use the popular media that people enjoy. To 
this end, the SABC embraced the format of edutainment as a viable solution for intervening 
in the HIV/AIDS crisis, without losing commercial appeal, and it can be argued that it has 
done so successfully (Milton, 2009). Part of the appeal of EE strategies is the utilisation of 
entertainment formats for education. The entertainment programmes engage audiences 
emotionally and they encourage interpersonal communication on topics (Singhal and Rogers, 
2003). The Entertainment Education (EE) strategy which is defined as ‘the process of 
purposely designing and implementing a media message to both entertain and educate, in 
order to increase audience members’ knowledge about an issue, create favourable attitudes, 
shift social norms, and change the overt behaviour of individual communities’ (Singhal and 
Rogers, 2003: 289) has been used in South Africa to engage in the intimate space of the 
home. The larger purpose of EE programming is to contribute to the process of directed 
social change, which can occur at the individual, community or societal level. The 
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entertainment education strategy (EE) revokes the dichotomy in development communication 
that mass media content should be entertaining or educational. The SABC was able to use 
this strategy to formulate programmes that would be educational but also gain a wide appeal, 
such as Yizo Yizo and Tsha Tsha (Milton, 2009). 
With the development of EE, the potential of the mass media to reach South Africans widely 
could not be overlooked, with an estimate that 99 per cent of people have access to radio and 
75 per cent have access to television. The South African government and donor community 
invested more money than ever before in mass media campaigns for HIV/AIDS prevention 
(Coulson, 2001). The first of the mass media intervention was Soul City developed in 1994, 
which has been the longest running project to date. Another noteworthy programme is the 
Department of Health led initiative Beyond Awareness.  
This campaign marked a departure for government from low budget campaigns with 
conservative messages and images predominating. The Beyond Awareness campaign had a 
much stronger strategy that extended beyond traditional boundaries of mass media and 
involved working partnerships between government and civil society (Coulson, 2001). 
LoveLife was launched in 1999. LoveLife describes itself as a ‘deliberate departure from 
traditional approaches to HIV prevention, relying on a combination of commercial marketing 
and public health techniques to promote a new healthy lifestyle among the 12-17 year old 
target group’ (Coulson, 2001: 4). Intersexions, thus, is an example of what was turned out to 
be a history as old as the democracy of South Africa of entertainment education used as a 
strategy in health communication in the country. 
2.4. Social context 
A further context to the production of the television programme Intersexions, apart from the 
need to educate a marginalised majority, was the urgent need to address a health crisis that 
threatened to turn into an emergency (Kalichman and Simbayi, 2003).  South Africa had a 
horrifying and growing HIV/AIDS problem post-apartheid. Government policies that had 
been introduced to combat the disease since the 1980s have been insufficient. This is proved 
by the alarming infection rate recorded in South Africa since the disease was first recorded in 
1982 when two people died of AIDS. By 2004, 5.3 million people were HIV positive in the 
country (Fourie, 2006: 3). Much has been written about the controversies of the Mbeki 
government regarding HIV/AIDS policies in South Africa and his denial of the link between 
15 
 
HIV and AIDS (see Cullinan and Thom, 2009; De Waal, 2007). Since the epidemic first 
made its appearance in 1982, South Africa’s policy response to HIV/AIDS was reported to be 
ineffectual (Fourie, 2006). The rate of infection among the population continued to rise 
despite the formulation and introduction of several public policy HIV/AIDS interventions by 
consecutive governments (Fourie, 2006). Although national infection rates have stabilised, 
Fourie, 2006: 5) this is due to the disease reaching ‘saturation point’ rather than the 
government implementing effective policies. 
The context of reception or the context in which audiences interpret the television programme 
that is examined in this study has to be understood within the frame of a country continuing 
to deal with HIV/AIDS and against the backdrop of a country in transition. It is thus 
appropriate that we look at HIV/AIDS in relation to the township home or household in order 
to fully understand the specific context under investigation. As has already been highlighted, 
epidemics do not crop up by chance; they tend to occur in favourable circumstances. The 
destabilisation of the black South African home by the apartheid government provided such 
an opportunity in South Africa for the virus to spread, providing a rich environment in which 
HIV/AIDS could flourish. “The microbe is nothing; the terrain everything” (Fourie, 2006: 5); 
this fact is made apparent by the state of South African townships past and present. 
2.4.1. Township and AIDS 
The context of the study is the family and, in line with the arguments that have been posited 
so far regarding dealing with the effects of HIV/AIDS in a contextualised environment, we 
have to consider the role the households has played historically in the history of South Africa 
and in the spread of the HIV/AIDS virus. Historicising the dependent relationship between 
race, household and intimacy is especially important in South Africa. This history helps us 
understand the socio dynamics that underpin the fact that HIV/AIDS is most prevalent 
amongst black South Africans (Hunter, 2010: 13) and why there has been a dedicated focus 
to educate black people about HIV/AIDS in television programmes such as Intersexions. This 
owes truth to the fact that apartheid social engineering; preferential employment and 
education for white people in South Africa led an improved the quality of life for the latter 
group and a breakdown of black households (Bray et al., 2010).  
Families and households have somewhat different interpretations and connotations, especially 
in South Africa where the composition of households depends on many other social matters. 
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Therefore, we have to define and distinguish between the two terms. Families are composed 
generally of people who are related by blood or marriage, but not always. Another definition 
is that families are people who share the same roof and material goods. Socio-economics and 
class structures within individual cultures are another critical difference that determines the 
specifics of families. Despite the varied definitions, the nuclear family still persists as the 
dominant mode when referring to families (Lull, 1990:147).  
Hunter states the definition that the term “household” refers to “either a single person or a 
group of people who share significant elements of life, from remittances to daily meals” 
(Hunter, 2010: 13), a definition we will keep. A household can, therefore, be made up of 
married couples, cohabiting male-female relations or same sex couples or many other 
arrangements. This definition of households is somewhat broad, reflecting the complex 
variety that households take in South Africa. Households are dynamic institutions formed in 
relation to the labour market, kinship, racial segregation, the state and other factors (Simkins, 
1986). Households also allow us to consider the social context of the family, or how 
households differ from the family because the term allows us to capture the fluid and 
interconnected geographies, reciprocity and attachment that exist as people make a living in 
different ways and places (Hunter, 2010). 
 
Today, the racial structuring of households is evident in the fact that unemployment is at 
4.6% among white people and 42.5% among black people; 59% of white people are married, 
and only half that number of the black people are married at 30% (Hunter, 2010: 14). The 
statistics of the Buffalo City Municipality under which the township of Ginsberg falls reflects 
the same legacies of oppression, with a youth unemployment rate of 45% and a female-
headed household percentage of 45% (statssa, 2011). The effects of apartheid are also evident 
in the HIV statistics that reflect that black people have a higher prevalence than any other 
race group, at 13,6% compared to the 0.3% for white people (avert.org).  
  
These statistics are evidence of the societal breakdown in black communities caused by 
apartheid policies. The policies were meant to benefit white society by establishing black 
settlements as pools for white labour; and thus townships originated from South Africa’s 
unique economic requirement for inexpensive migratory labour, (Bond, 2003). Townships 
were created as urban enclaves of cheap labour supply for the comfort of the white settler 
population; they are also a testimony of a long history of racial segregation which dates back 
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to colonialism (Mngxitima, 2013). The squalid living conditions endured by those who 
populated them, even after apartheid, restrictive macroeconomic conditions and neoliberal 
microeconomic policies meant that living conditions remained uncomfortable in most black 
townships (Bond, 2003). Statistics reveal that black households continue to live in poverty, 
and that little has changed with regards to the gap between the rich and the poor (Bray et al., 
2010), especially in the Eastern Cape where the gini-coefficient reflects that the province has 
one of the highest in the country (Hartle, 2013), 44 % of the population in the Eastern Cape 
live in poverty (ecsecc.org). When measured against these indicators, the effects of the 
legacies of apartheid on the township Ginsberg is similar to that of the rest of South Africa, 
sharing the same arrested development resulting from separate development.    
2.4.2. Ginsberg Township 
Ginsberg was developed in 1901, opposite King Williams Town, which was separated by the 
Buffalo River (Victor, 2007). The community – as most apartheid housing developments in 
South Africa followed racial segregation policies – was separated from the King Williams 
Town commercial areas by the Buffalo River. The location was convenient because it 
enabled the town to instate segregation policies and establish a residential area for a black 
work force (Victor, 2007). Ginsberg developed when Member of Parliament and 
businessman Frantz Ginsberg started building brick huts for soap factory workers in the area 
called Tsolo. According to historian Luyanda Msumza, Ginsberg was ‘practising an 
enlightened form of capitalism’ as he was concerned about the long distance travel of his 
workers in and out of King Williams town, and thus decided they should live closer (Mangcu, 
2012).   
Thus, as with the rest of South Africa, Ginsberg continued to expand under apartheid and the 
economic and social policies of the time had a devastating effect on many families (Mangcu, 
2012). “Ginsberg had a particularly fearsome reputation among the townships of the Eastern 
Cape. This was due in no small part to the living conditions in the community, especially the 
overcrowding and the lack of educational opportunities for the youth” (Mangcu, 2012: 91). 
Many features of apartheid South Africa persist as its legacy shapes the everyday life of 
many South Africans long after apartheid fell. Material inequalities persist in the Buffalo City 
region and the distribution of income is probably even more unequal after apartheid (Hartle, 
2013). This does not mean, however, that all black people are poor and all white people are 
rich. There is a fast growing black middle class that has taken advantage of the opportunities 
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presented to them. In many respects class has replaced the divides that used to be organised 
according to race (Bray et al., 2010: 23). This fact does not take away from the reality that 
white families were enabled by the apartheid state to live a relatively comfortable existence 
and were encouraged to build stable nuclear families, while black families were wrenched 
apart (Bray et al., 2010).    
   
Thus, the economic policies of apartheid that were aimed at enriching a certain segment of 
the population at the expense of another are evident in the state of households today. Children 
living in poorer households are much less likely to live with both parents and are more likely 
to live with neither parent. Only 32% of children under 13 from poor households live with 
both parents compared to 46% of children of the same age from middle class homes. A 
majority of the children who do not live with both parents do not live with their fathers. 
Therefore, while it is generally the case that young people live with their mothers, it is not the 
norm that they live with both parents. A majority of children growing up in post-apartheid 
South Africa have spent some part of their lives living apart from one or both parents (Bray et 
al., 2010: 51).  
 
Parental absence is less common in richer white households: almost two thirds of children in 
these households have always lived with both parents.  What these figures represent is that in 
post-apartheid there exists a continued relationship between race, class and neighbourhood. 
White South Africans continue to live in well-resourced areas and black people continue to 
live in under-developed township communities such as Ginsberg. The simple social context 
of this study is articulated by Bray et al. (2010: 23), “Almost all poor people are black, or 
more specifically, African, and live in areas with compromised infrastructure and services … 
poor African children typically attend compromised and struggling schools, acquire neither 
skills nor qualifications; enter a labour market that offers no prospects for unskilled workers, 
and struggle to access healthcare when they fall sick. South Africa remains a highly 
segregated society…”   
2.5. Conclusion 
This chapter discussed the broader context within which the popularity of Intersexions can be 
understood. It briefly covered the post-apartheid broadcast environment and the changes that 
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had to be instituted in order to change an industry that had been previously used as a tool for 
propaganda.  
The chapter mapped out how the combination of the public broadcast service ideals, 
commercialisation and a drive to educate through broadcasting created a favourable 
environment for the development of entertainment education programming. Further 
conditions that added to the favourable circumstances were the advances within health 
communication that advocated for community centred strategies instead of individual focused 
initiatives. This change in tact allowed the emergence of television programmes such as 
Intersexions that use television to advocate broad based societal change (Coulson, 2001).  
The chapter also discussed HIV/AIDS in relation to the historical development of black 
households in South Africa. The point that was made is that the differential investment made 
in the development of black residential areas in comparison to white areas is evident in the 
current state of South African townships, which remain under-resourced and socially 
challenged. Therefore, the argument presented in this section is that the emergence and 
popularity of Intersexions is best understood within the media and social context of a sector 
which has undergone rapid transition, and that the individuals watching Intersexions have to 
be understood from within a society lacking infrastructure and educational resources to 
combat a severe disease.  
The next chapter discusses the theoretical underpinnings of the study.  
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 Chapter Three 
                                                           Literature review  
3.1. Introduction 
The previous chapter discussed the socio-economic context of the study. The broadcasting 
environment in South Africa was discussed, with emphasis on the history of the SABC and 
the socio-political context affecting it. This chapter presents the literature review on audience 
studies and the shifts within that tradition of scholarship to contextualise television research. 
The literature under review in this chapter ultimately falls under the field of media and 
cultural studies. I will discuss the theories and the debates informing audience studies in the 
attempt to examine the home as a context of viewing and its influence on making meaning of 
the television programme Intersexions.  
This study and this section are concerned with the bilateral issue of audiences and the 
environment they inhabit. The thrust of the argument will express that the interpretation of 
media messages by audiences can only be understood within the confines of society and 
culture. Therefore, in the attempt to link the individual and society, the emphasis of the study 
will be the family or household. Lull (1990) writes that the family is the interpersonal context 
in which cultures are created. Thus, in order to gain this understanding of situated audiences, 
qualitative audience work and the ethnographic methods have had to ‘engage with the 
situational contexts in which the media are used and interpreted’ (Moores, 1993: 32). 
Therefore, research into that maintains that audiences are part of socially constructed groups, 
such as the family has to pay special attention to issues of culture. Lull (1990) notes the 
importance of culture and why it is central to television research and this study. He writes 
that family members are ‘nfluenced by and will reflect broader cultural themes of that 
society’ (Lull, 1990: 152). Thus, to comprehensively answer the question set forth, this 
chapter will start off by defining culture.  
3.2. Culture 
Defining the term ‘culture’ is a difficult undertaking because the term covers a wide range of 
concepts (Thompson, 1988; O’Shea, 2004). Historically culture has been used to refer to the 
cultivation of land, evidenced by the word ‘agri-culture’. Another definition lies in classical 
literature’s use of the term to mean human or intellectual development, a definition used to 
compare between European nations as civilised and cultured and other societies as less so 
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(Du Gay et al., 1997; Thompson, 1988). Closely associated to this elitist conception of 
culture is the definition of the term as the ‘best that has been thought and said’ (Hall, 1982; 
Turner, 1992; Dahlgren, 1997). This definition stands tenuously next to another definition of 
culture that states that culture is the ‘sum of the available descriptions through which 
societies make sense of and reflect their common experiences’ (Hall, 1982: 21). Unlike the 
former meaning, this understanding brings culture down to the ordinary; Hall (1982: 21) 
argues that in this way, the term is ‘redefined as only one, special, form of a general social 
process: the giving and taking of meanings – a common culture’.  
Culture, therefore, when applied in this common conception, is inherent within all social 
patterns, and it is the ‘sum’ of their connected relationships (Hall, 1982: 22). This perspective 
insists on the need to view cultural processes as a whole; advocating for a textual analysis of 
media that is related to the social structures that produces them. Turner argues that “The 
analysis of culture is the study of relationships between elements in a whole way of life, 
attempting to discover the nature of the organisation which is the complex of these 
relationships” (Turner, 1992: 57). This study notes the family as the context in which 
individual television viewing takes place; it is thus very important that it take heed of culture 
as the complex whole in which media consumption takes place. We have to be cognisant of 
culture as the ‘whole way of life’ that informs how audiences make sense of television 
messages (Turner, 1992). 
3.3. Cultural studies 
Another important definition of culture is found in ‘cultural studies’. Here culture is defined 
as the study of meaning, actions and relations of power (Thompson, 1988: 360). The defining 
feature of the cultural studies approach is its emphasis on power and its centrality to culture. 
Culture is defined as a bearer of ’social power’, a definition that rebukes theoretical 
perspectives that have distanced culture from power (Dahlgren, 1997: 54). This conception 
gives culture a political emphasis because it not only refers to culture as a way of life, but 
culture as a way of life in industrial societies. According to this conception, culture carries 
the duty of making sense of ‘social experience’ in modern societies that are laden with power 
relations (Fiske, 1987; O’Shea, 2004). This understanding is thus useful for the study because 
it ties the individual with social relations of power, or makes the connection between the 
micro and macro environments.  
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The cultural studies definition of culture is important to consider because it stresses that 
culture is “situated in the dialectic between being and social consciousness” (Hall, 1980: 19). 
This conception is adhered to because of the stress of the constructivist approach on social 
relations, encapsulated by the quote:  “People and social institutions in specific historical 
circumstances produce culture, which in turn helps to produce society” (Dahlgren, 1997: 53). 
When adapted to television viewing, this approach insists that the process of meaning making 
is influenced by societal determinations, and that people have some degree of power in the 
interpretation of media messages (Moores, 1993). Through these arguments, we begin to 
understand that television viewers in Ginsberg township have limited power of making sense 
of the programme Intersexions in diverse ways that are bound by culture, history and socio-
economics.   
3.3.1. Ideology 
In order to effectively use cultural studies for this analysis, we need to discuss the specific 
manner in which the approach makes the link between the individual and society. Cultural 
studies redefined ideology as a ‘constructed reality’ rather than as ‘false consciousness’ as 
previously argued in structural Marxism. The assumption was that reality can only be 
understood through cultural meaning systems such as language; therefore, truth for individual 
cultural members is understood in making, and it is made in everyday interactions (Fiske, 
1987a: 256). Althusser’s theory of the subject, or experience not being the source of history 
because neither the subject nor experience existed outside history, was adopted. Thus cultural 
studies adopted the perspective of ‘ideology as a continuous process by which identities, 
organised as sites of social difference, were given meaning’ (Grossberg, 1993: 29) or, better 
put, ‘taste is never merely a question of individual preference, but is socially located in 
complex hierarchies and identifications’ (Dahlgren, 1997: 53).  
3.3.2. Hegemony 
To avoid accusation of cultural determinism owing to the use of ideology, cultural studies 
adopted the use of Gramsci’s theory of hegemony. Hegemony is the ‘the complex 
interlocking of cultural institutions … which wins over the ‘wholehearted consent of the 
people to the way things are’ (Inglis (1993: 76). However, the point is made that hegemony is 
not a static power relationship because consent is continually sought – resulting in a never 
ending process of struggle and negotiation (Fiske, 1987a). Therefore, the theory of hegemony 
rebuffs the idea that domination and control are achieved through manipulation of the lower 
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classes. Domination is rather achieved through negotiation. The dominant group engages 
with the opposing groups and through genuine accommodation, thereby establishing 
dominance and maintaining it (Turner, 1990).  
The theory of hegemony became a very useful tool in the aid of cultural studies to straddle 
the line between individual agency and social determination. The theory was able to keep 
open the idea of macro determinants within the realm of resistance; that dominant ideology 
could be challenged and redefined, thus people had some degree of power in the arrangement. 
It also brought focus to the connection between ‘human agency and socioeconomic 
conditions’ because culture is precisely the plane where the ideological battle is fought 
(Dahlgren, 1997: 55). Therefore, this study keeps in mind that the power of the individual to 
interpret media messages is kept in line by broader determinations of the dominant culture. 
This research allows this study to understand that audiences are active but are not entirely 
free to choose how to interpret messages.  
3.3.3. Uses and gratifications 
The point made in the section above regarding reading of media messages within structured 
environments has been argued convincingly by the uses and gratifications approach, which 
insisted that media messages are interpreted by readers who are engaged in productive work 
but under ‘determinate conditions’ (Strelitz, 2000: 40). Despite its failings; often criticised for 
adopting an uncritical populist position, the uses and gratifications approach broadened 
research on the issue of media interpretation and its linkage to context (Lull, 1990; Morley, 
1991; 17; Strelitz, 2000). The value of this turn or approach is that it shifted analysis away 
from a ‘textual or ideological construction of the subject, to a socially and historically 
situated people’ (Fiske, 1987b: 63).  
3.3.4. Encoding/decoding model 
The notion of an active audience bound by determinate conditions was given further impetus 
by the publication of Hall’s encoding/decoding model. The model allowed the move away 
from the limitations of the uses and gratifications perspective, which was criticised for 
reducing interpretations to individual psychology (Morley, 1991: 17). Through the encoding/ 
decoding model, cultural studies were able to shift from the idea that the text has a direct 
effect on the individual but held onto the idea that the media has the power to set agendas 
(Morley, 1991).  Importantly, the encoding and decoding model thus allowed the emergence 
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of ethnography because it provided a strong enough tool to unite the various theories that had 
existed previously in audience studies. The expansion of cultural studies and its adoption of 
varied empirical areas demanded new research strategies. Ethnography was the most suitable 
strategy for audience research because it provided the direct contact with research subjects 
needed by studies that wanted an inside perspective of audiences (Lull, 1990: 8).  
3.3.5. Natural setting of the home 
Morley (1986) argues that television as a domestic medium is often ignored and that research 
tends to overlook the fact that television viewing often happens within the social relations of 
the family home (Lull, 1990). Linked to this understanding has been the advance in 
ethnographical research that has championed the view that audience interpretation of 
television messages are tied to community and society (Moores, 1993). This shift of focus has 
led to an acknowledgement of the importance of the context of viewing, which has led to a 
great deal of emphasis placed on analysing television viewers in cultural and ‘historically 
specific sites’ (Fiske, 1987a).  
This understanding necessitates that the family or the household be taken seriously as a unit 
of analysis (Morley, 1991; Moores, 1993). Television has a central role in family interaction 
patterns because it structures the basic elements of family life (Rogge, 1991: 169). Media and 
the domestic share a ‘symbiotic’ relationship that is not a ‘disruption of family life rather than 
providing an organising centre’ (Morley, 1986). Therefore television media are used by 
families in different ways to ‘construct the occasions of their interactions, and to construct the 
context within which they can interact’ (Morley, 1986). 
Rogge (1991) writes that the media are unquestioningly accepted as ‘normal’ because 
television programmes are part of the everyday lives of their audience. They depict everyday 
happenings and they also form part of the cultural exchanges which go on in the home and 
other spheres of life (Hobson, 1991: 150). “Media activities can be understood as an attempt 
to construct a meaningful relationship between the media programme and reality as actually 
experienced” (Rogge, 1991: 169); which means that the environment in which the message 
and the individual meet (Fiske, 1987b) is important for the process of interpretation.  
Therefore, the importance of contextualising media culture cannot be overstated because to 
understand reception, or the process of interpretation, it is fundamental that we understand 
the environment that audiences inhabit (Drotner and Livingstone, 2008), hence the focus of 
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this study is on the home as an immediate viewing context. This approach has been 
influenced by understandings of culture as ‘the whole way of life’, and ‘radical 
contextualism’ – or the drive to understand audiences within their habitats, (Drotner and 
Livingstone, 2008: 6).  
3.4. The social uses of television: James Lull 
3.4.1 Family communication rules 
The observations made by Morley and other scholars relating to the social uses of television 
are supported by the research of James Lull (1990) who is credited by Morley (1991) for 
making the connection between television viewing and cultural practices. It is thus necessary 
that this section of the chapter look specifically at the work of Lull, which has been described 
as ‘an important stage in the study of the role of the mass media in contemporary culture’ 
(Morley in Lull, 1990). The work of Lull (1990) is also important because it is able to 
advance how families connect to broader society by being a rule governed system that keeps 
the individual in place. 
Television viewing by families involves social patterns and cultural values that can be 
understood within the framework of ‘communication rules’ (Lull, 1990). In the act of 
constructing television viewing, families create rules which make them rule-governed 
systems with members displaying patterned behaviour. These rules are used during family 
interaction to help create order and regularity by governing or guiding the communication 
process (Lull, 1990). Rules apply when the people involved in the communication system 
‘recognise, understand and use a common set of rules in order to interact normatively’ (Lull, 
1990: 64). Some of the rules governing interaction are socially and culturally understood and 
practiced at the ‘macro-interactional’ level, while some are more complex family-specific 
rules that operate at the ‘micro-interactional’ level (Lull, 1990: 64).  
3.4.2 Categories within the rules approach 
The rules approach can be divided into three main categories. Habitual rules are established 
over time and are regularly repeated. Habitual rules are distinct because, unlike other rules, 
they cannot be modified through negotiation. Most of the time habitual rules are directed at 
young children because they use television more frequently (Lull, 1990: 68). Research has 
also shown that habitual rules regarding the timing and content of viewing applies often to 
teenage children. Viewing is also habitually prevented in some homes at certain times for 
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children of all ages because it is thought to interfere with homework or other household 
responsibilities and on account of certain themes deemed inappropriate for children (Lull, 
1990: 69).  
Parametric rules mean that the rules and acceptable behaviour are negotiated. The most 
common form of these rules is the negotiation of television preference and times of viewing. 
Tactical rules are strategies that are devised in the family to gain an objective (Lull, 1990). 
The following quote explains the importance of considering the rules approach when 
investigating television viewing in the context of the home: “Within the rules formulation the 
individual is not considered to be simply a respondent to interpersonal or mediated messages, 
but instead as an inspired, functioning person who acts willingly and with intelligence upon 
the manifest symbolic environment. These actions are undertaken by audience members 
within familial and cultural surroundings where suggested courses of action are repeatedly 
advocated by power figures” (Lull, 1990: 79-80). The approach allows this study further 
theoretical development on the issue of individual viewers with the ability to act freely but 
within certain bounds. The perspective also theorises the way power relation, albeit in a 
micro-setting, act upon the individual. A discussion on the rules approach and how it applies 
to Ginsberg, the context under investigation, will follow in Chapter five. 
3.4.3 Television as a structural and relational resource 
Apart from television involving rules that shape family interaction, Lull (1990) argues that 
television is in the household as a structural and relational resource. Structurally television is 
employed in two ways, as an environmental and as a regulative resource. Environmentally, it 
is used ‘to create a flow of constant background noise’ (Lull, 1990: 35) as a companion when 
conducting household chores and routines, and it contributes to the social environment by 
providing predictable sounds of a busy atmosphere. Television is also used by families as a 
behavioural regulator by punctuating time and family activities such as mealtime and bedtime 
(Gaunlett and Hill, 1999). “Under all these conditions, television viewing contributes to the 
structuring of the day. There are times for viewing that are often related to other 
responsibilities and activities in which the individuals are involved” (Lull, 1990: 37).  
Relationally the uses of television can be divided into a behavioural typology with four major 
areas: communication facilitation, affiliation/avoidance, social learning, and 
competence/dominance. Communication facilitation means that television narratives facilitate 
conversations by providing reference points; they provide agenda for talk and help some 
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family members clarify interpersonally their attitudes and values. Affiliation/avoidance 
means that television can be used socially for the construction of interpersonal contact or 
avoidance (Lull, 1990: 38). Television is also used as a resource for social learning. Themes 
taken from television programmes are used by parents to educate their children, thus 
transmitting or reinforcing the value system of the parent. The regulation of children’s 
television viewing by a parent is a means of accomplishing social learning (Lull, 1990). The 
supervision or restriction of children’s viewing habits is located in the area of 
competence/dominance, an area that is sometimes used by parents to regulate the flow of 
external information into the home. “Successful enactment of the television regulatory 
function directs media experiences of the children into forms which are consistent with the 
parents’ moral perspective” (Lull, 1990: 39).  
3.4.4. Television and power relations within the home 
The social uses of television typology allow the analysis of household sensitivity to a number 
of key determinations related to media interpretation by audience members and viewing 
behaviour. These determinations involve questions of ‘power’, ‘responsibility’ and ‘control’ 
within family viewing (Morley, 1986). Researchers argue that for many viewers the 
programmes watched are not their choosing because viewing takes place within the context 
“the politics of the living room” (Morley, 1986:19). Lull (1990) points out that television 
viewing is often ‘non-selective’; and Gauntlett and Hill (1999: 40) refer to the same process 
as ‘enforced viewing’. The point is that programme selection decisions are often complicated 
communication activities in the home (Lull, 1990; Gauntlett and Hill, 1999). The rules 
approach is thus able to analyse the complex interaction between children and parents. 
Children learn socially acceptable behaviour in relation to television viewing through rules 
that are established at home (Drotner and Livingstone, 2008).  
Thus an individual’s interpretation of media messages is in some way influenced by the rules 
that govern television watching at home (Lull, 1990). Therefore, the rules approach helps us 
to understand the ‘moral economy’ of the household by which the household is connected to 
the outside world (Silverstone and Hirsch, 1992), and the rules that are instituted in homes so 
that television viewing is consistent with family values (Hoover and Clark, 2008; Gauntlett 
and Hill). It is with the rule conception that we are able to understand how power relations 
within the home can have an effect on audience engagement with television, which might 
affect interpretation. The assumption that the study carries is that television viewing in 
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Ginsberg carries power relationships between children and parents, and some children might 
be forced not to watch the programme Intersexions due to the programme containing explicit 
sex and thus being inconsistent with some parents’ moral perspective.  
3.5. Media citizenship 
The rules approach discussed above emphasises the point that culture is the basic framework 
of rules that guides the construction of everyday routines and that families watch television 
within their own cultures (Lull, 1990). In this regard, it is important to note that, together with 
culture, socio-economics is a factor influencing television behaviour in the home. Lull (1990) 
argues that social issues, such as development, migration patterns and housing conditions, all 
influence everyday life and intersect with television viewing. “The roles and meanings of 
television in families depend on levels of socio-economic class within countries, and not just 
on the overall level of national development” (Lull, 1990:160). In order to fully comprehend 
the interpretation of a television programme by young people in the township of Ginsberg, 
we need to look at the specific socio-economic issues that affect them in South Africa. 
As has been spelt out in the argument so far, this section straddles the line between individual 
meaning making and the social context in which that meaning is made. Therefore, in order to 
understand media interpretation by family members we need to look closely at South African 
citizens, their engagement with the media and the wider society. The history of development 
in South Africa is such that, on the one hand, the shift from a repressive and authoritarian 
state to formal democracy restored the legal and political rights of all South Africans, thus 
giving them citizenship; on other hand, the high levels of inequality (one of the highest in the 
world) (Pasquali, 2011) has continued long standing disparities. This reality has effectively 
rendered a majority of people without voice in public life and prevented them from practising 
their citizenship by making decisions that impact their daily lives (Wasserman and Garman, 
2012). 
Mamdani argues that a majority of African states deracialised after independence but did not 
democratise, an observation that can be made of South Africa (Wasserman and Garman, 
2012). The history of South Africa points to a country that has continued to deny its citizens 
full rights to participate in the workings of the country. Mamdani (1996: 17) uses the term 
‘bifurcated’ for a country where people are divided into citizens and subjects, with citizens 
gaining rights to privilege, while subjects are kept under servitude (Mamdani in Wasserman 
and Garman, 2012). South Africa is not far from this definition because it carries colonial and 
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apartheid baggage into the present (Wasserman and Garman, 2012). The increased 
unemployment figures among South Africans, especially the youth, and the radical action 
some take (being involved in numerous protest action) have led some to conclude that ‘many 
youth are alienated from contemporary South African democratic political culture’ (Malila, 
2013). Thus many of these young people see this desolation and poverty of resources as their 
immediate context and everyday reality.  
 
The Marshalian schema (1963) devised three successive stages of modern citizenship a) 
civic, which entails personal liberty, freedom of speech, property rights, access to justice, b) 
political, which involves the right to vote and to hold political office, and c) social, where 
education, employment and welfare are rights that enable the citizenry to exercise their 
freedom and participate in democracy (Hartley, 2010). South Africa’s reaction to its history 
of denying a majority of the population political, social and economic rights has been to 
include the three stages of the schema into the post-apartheid constitution (Wasserman and 
Garman, 2012). In South Africa, thus, the formal status of citizenship was acquired by all 
South Africans in 1994 with the establishment of a democratic state but it has been pointed 
out by scholars that Marshall’s schema has not unfolded without complications: every step 
has been “resisted, denied or compromised” (Hartley, 2010: 238). 
 
The role that the media and other cultural forms play in enabling citizenship has been 
acknowledged by the extension of Marshall’s schema by Toby Miller (2007) to include the 
notion of cultural citizenship. Miller added the definition ‘the right to know and speak’ to the 
stages theorised by Marshall. This fourth level takes citizenship out of the realm of the state 
alone and includes the private sphere of consumption. Miller contends that present times have 
produced three zones of citizenship: a) the political (the right to reside and vote), b) the 
economic (the right to work and prosper), and c) the cultural (the right to know and speak). 
The last zone includes people who express themselves via the media and the market in ways 
that do not conform to political and economic forms of citizenship as envisioned by 
Marshall’s classic scheme. “Especially for those who have traditionally been excluded from 
civil, social and political rights culture becomes a battleground where demands for rights and 
duties are fiercely asserted and denied” (Van Zoonen, 2005: 9). Hartley (2010: 238) writes 
that his is a form of citizenship as consumption is ‘startling’, but is a reality lived by millions 
of people. 
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South Africa is a good example of this form of citizenship; more than 82% young people use 
television (more than any other medium) to service their informational needs (Malila, 2013). 
Young people in the country trust the media more than they trust any other institution 
including government institutions. “Young people in South Africa are generally uninterested 
and mistrusting of political institutions and political parties. This research shows that young 
people want media and information that is more contextualised” (Malila, 2013: 13). What the 
research on citizenship has shown is that audience members are alienated from formal 
government and are thus unable to relate to its processes. They are rather drawn into media 
programmes because those programmes are able to reflect their everyday experiences. This 
research is in line with audience study understandings that viewers enjoy and popularise 
programmes that are socially situated or that are in line with their cultural preferences. The 
work on citizenship explains the popularity of Intersexions among young people to whom it 
is aimed. 
3.6. Contextualised programmes and genre 
Citizenship theories conclude that viewers trust programmes that they deem to reflect their 
everyday experiences. They do so more because they have been excluded from formal 
citizenship and thus feel that entertainment reflects the reality of their lives more so than civic 
life. This section thus seeks to broaden our understanding of contextualised programmes so as 
to explain why audiences are drawn to them. Ang’s 1985 study of the popular soap opera 
Dallas offers a way to understand this issue. She agrees with the work on citizenship with 
regards to the complexity of a popular television programme. Ang (1985) argues that 
programmes are simply popular because ‘a lot of people enjoy watching’. Nonetheless, this 
popularity cannot be taken at face value, because popularity is never an ‘isolated cultural 
product’; it is dependent on, and connects with, the “context in which it is consumed” (Ang, 
1985: 4).  
Ang’s work continues the connection maintained throughout this chapter regarding the tie 
between the individual television viewer and wider social structures. She takes the theory 
further stating that the first point of call in the breakdown of the popularity of a television 
programme is to account for the formal features that give the programme an advantage (Ang, 
1985). This step includes paying attention to the particular textual characteristics of a 
programme. In this way, we can make out the ideological context in which the programme 
acquires social and cultural meaning (Ang, 1985). 
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3.6.1. Genre 
“A television serial is made according to certain rules and conventions which belong to a 
specific genre. A genre is in other words a formula, and each individual genre film is a 
specific application of the rules and conventions of the genre” (Ang, 1985: 51). Genre is a 
larger, more inclusive category and can be used to describe programmes that use a number of 
related formats (Creeber, 2001). This definition makes sense when you consider that genres 
are not found within isolated texts but only emerge from ‘textual relations between multiple 
texts, resulting in a common category’ (Mittel, 2004: 8). In terms of Intersexions, the 
programme can be described as an entertainment-education series. The series differs from the 
serial because the former is a series of unconnected episodes, while the serial is a continuous 
narrative (Creeber, 2001:6). Intersexions breaks with convention because it can also be 
identified as a serial due to the unity of the specific episodes to the overall story carried in the 
season. As will be clear in Chapter five, the textual characteristic of Intersexions as an 
educational programme is another reason for its popularity. Young people are drawn to the 
programme because it educates and thus is different from programmes that do not do so. 
Ang’s (1985) analysis of Dallas is important to this study because it points out that even the 
text itself and its constitution cannot be restricted individuals but have to be connected with 
the larger society and its norms. “Accounts of genre interpretation must correspond with the 
ways in which genres are actually experienced … people interpret genres and associate them 
with certain meanings on a daily basis … Thus, instead of reading outwards from a textual 
interpretation to posit how people make sense of a genre, we should look at the meanings 
people make in their interactions with media genres to understand the genre’s meanings” 
(Mittel, 2004: 5). In the previous section, citizenship spelt out that viewers relate to media 
products because they reflect their lives better than the larger body politic. Genre offers the 
insight that viewers better understand genres because television programmes are produced 
within societies and thus programmes are best understood within specific contexts. 
Mittel (2004) argues that the conventional approach to genre reception or interpretative 
studies makes the assumption that genre is primarily a textual feature. Media studies regularly 
posits genre as a component of media texts but genres are not found within one isolated text 
(Mittel, 2004). Therefore, genres are not intrinsic to texts; they are constituted by an external 
process. We need to look beyond the text as the locus for genre, locating genres within the 
complex interrelations between texts, industries, audiences and historical contexts. Genres 
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have been traditionally treated as textual components. But generic categories are intertextual 
and, hence, operate more broadly than within the restrictive realm of media text. Genres exist 
only through the creation, circulation, and consumption of texts within cultural contexts 
(Mittel, 2004: 9).      
This discussion on genre is important because it allows us to understand that the pleasure that 
people find in television programmes such as Dallas is constructed and functions in a specific 
social and historical context. “A text functions only if it is ‘read’. Only in and through the 
practice of reading does the text have meaning (or several meanings) for the reader. A reader 
has to know certain codes and conventions in order to be able to grasp what the text is about” 
(Ang, 1985: 27). Therefore, the structure of the text itself plays an essential role in 
stimulating the involvement of viewers (Ang, 1985). This sense of involvement comes from 
viewers identifying with the characters, and finding pleasure in the obvious, or the reality 
depicted in the programme. A greater sense of involvement with the programme for viewers 
has not only to do with the ‘illusion of reality’ (Ang, 1985: 41); it is also connected to a 
‘subjective experience of the world’. Ang (1985) argues that the reality that television 
viewers relate to in television programmes such as Intersexions, in our case, bears no relation 
to the cognitive level – it is situated in the emotional level – what is recognised as real is not 
knowledge of the world, but a subjective experience of the world: ‘a tragic structure of 
feeling’. (Ang, 1985: 45).  
3.6.2. The melodramatic imagination 
This section on genre and contextualised programmes is brought together by the argument 
posited by Ang (1985) which notes that the ‘tragic structure of feeling’ is not, therefore, 
contained in the nature of a television programme or inherent in the text. People enjoy 
programmes because the tragic structure of feeling, made possible by the way in which the 
soap opera itself is formally and ideologically structured, connects to their lived experiences. 
What makes Dallas and similar programmes meaningful for fans is a complex mix of 
meanings that allow television viewers to look at the tragic nature of daily life in a logical 
way (Ang, 1985: 61). The name given to genres that are supposed to stir up emotions is 
melodrama, which is not highly regarded in high culture and it is mostly dismissed as 
sentimental. The ‘melodramatic imagination’ is thus the combination of melodramatic 
elements and the narrative structure of soap opera that evokes a tragic structure of feeling or 
the ability for a person to read the structure of feeling contained in a text. “This tragic 
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structure of feeling is a half-conscious realisation of the tragic side of ordinary everyday life 
and will only happen if the audience is sensitive to it. Viewers must therefore have a certain 
cultural competence or orientation in order to recognise the melodramatic imagination and 
project themselves onto it” (Ang, 1985: 78).  
“The melodramatic imagination is an answer to the cultural-historical circumstances of a 
fragmented modern society. The melodramatic is ‘a form of tragic for a world in which there 
is no longer a tenable idea of the sacred’. In a life in which every immanent meaning is 
constantly questioned and in which traditions no longer have a firm hold, a need exists for 
reassurance that life can have meaning and therefore life is worth the trouble, in spite of 
appearances to the contrary” (Ang, 1985: 80).  
The importance of this understanding is the ability to again link the individual to the society. 
As citizenship studies made evident, South African viewers are interested in media messages 
that make sense of their present realities. Chapter two detailed the socio-historical reality of 
the township experience in South Africa with many townships still suffering from the effects 
of depravation caused by apartheid policies. What the literature in this chapter has offered is 
the understanding that the specific culture, history and socio-economic context in which a 
programme is viewed influences the way in which that programme is interpreted. The effects 
studies conducted by organisations currently researching  Intersexions have been individual 
based with respect to the fact that these studies have made no distinction between viewers 
from different socio-economic backgrounds (Myers et al., 2012). The audience watching 
Intersexions has tended to be grouped as a single mass of young people in South Africa, 
without difference in history, culture and income. The present history of South Africa tells 
the story of wide social gaps between rich and poor, between suburb and township (Hartle, 
2013); differences which could potentially influence the way that viewers make sense of 
television. This study hopes to take that insight a step further in questioning whether specific 
family or household contexts influence the interpretation young television viewers in the 
township make of Intersexions.   
3.7. Conclusion 
This chapter has argued that Intersexions is popular and connects to the broader environment 
and the social experience of the viewers. Therefore, the way that viewers make sense of the 
programme connects, as Lull (1990) pointed out, to the family and the society.  
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Having considered the melodramatic imagination and how it ties the individual viewer to the 
programme and the social circumstance the viewer is situated in, it is important to point out 
that the family is the micro-setting in which the individual encounters society. The chapter 
has argued much of the way that the viewer interprets media messages is influenced by their 
macro-setting which takes effect from the household. The home as a context of viewing 
perspective combines questions of interpretation, as discussed by Ang, with the “uses” of 
television discussed by Lull. This approach takes television away from being an individual 
activity to the overall domain of the family home as a context of viewing.  
Citizenship theories are used to argue for a more community-based understanding of media 
products and television programmes. Using cultural studies approaches, this chapter has 
supported the argument that the individual viewer is not an entity free to choose whatever 
meanings from the diverse messages that are broadcast. In the context of the household 
television viewing and interpretation are negotiated within the limits of the particular living 
rooms (Morley, 1991: 37).  
Therefore, what this study posits is the examination of a television programme within a 
specific context that includes the home or household. This is to say that to examine the 
subject or the individual audience member is to examine a historical cultural behaviour, and 
the starting point to that organised whole is the household.   
The next chapter discusses the methodology and the methods used to collect data for the 
study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
         Research methodology 
4.1. Introduction 
This chapter discusses the research design and procedure followed in the study to collect data 
evidence. The section also highlights the sampling procedure undertaken. The chapter starts 
off with a discussion on reception analysis, which is closely associated with the qualitative 
approach. This qualitative approach primarily informs the study’s methodological 
framework. The approach is briefly compared to the quantitative approach in order to 
establish the suitability of the research design to the study. The chapter then discusses the 
data collection methods and the specific research design of the study. 
4.2. Reception studies 
The study of media reception argues that the meaning of a text cannot be understood ‘outside 
of concrete viewer readings of it’ (Ang, 1996: 69). Put differently, reception theory aims to 
‘understand the lived experiences of media consumers’ (Moores, 1993: 32). In this regard, the 
study aims to understand the lived realities of young people in Ginsberg township, and the 
ways in which those lived realities impact ‘and are impacted by’ (O’Shea, 2004: 27) the 
consumption of the television programme Intersexions. 
Reception theory and reception ethnography are closely associated with qualitative analysis, 
and Morley’s (1980) The Nationwide Audience work is credited with a new found 
legitimation of qualitative research on media reception (O’Shea, 2004; Lunt and Livingstone, 
1996). Morley (1991) established with that study that television and the role that it plays 
within families and households are best understood within family relations and structures of 
everyday life.  The study legitimated qualitative methods such as observation and focus group 
interviews with a small number of people for the purpose of audience research by revealing 
that audiences with different socio-economic backgrounds make different readings of media 
programmes. These methods were seen as ‘the most adequate ways to learn about 
differentiated subtleties of people’s engagements with television and other media’ (Ang, 
1989: 96). This break-through diminished the dominant view mass effects theories that a 
passive audience could be studied by objective quantitative methods (Press and Livingstone, 
2006).  
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The purpose of this chapter is, therefore, to examine the philosophy underpinning qualitative 
analysis. I will begin by looking at the ways in which it contrasts with quantitative 
methodology.  
4.3. Research Methodology 
The distinction between qualitative and quantitative approaches is described by Bryman 
(1988: 5) as ‘competing views about the ways in which social reality ought to be studied’. He 
states that the two seemingly divergent epistemological positions can be thought of as two 
literary genres which use different rhetoric and frameworks to approach research. Another 
useful way to approach the epistemological positions is to see them as part of two research 
models for mass communication: one, the quantitative, as the dominant paradigm, which 
stemmed from the combination of powerful mass media theories and the use of scientific 
quantitative methodology (McQuail, 1994); the other, as the ‘alternative paradigm’ of 
communication, referred to for a long time as a secondary science (Lull, 1990). It is linked to 
a non-deterministic view of media communication; a concern with the unequal distribution of 
power in society; and the use of qualitative research methodologies (McQuail, 1994: 41-48).  
Thus, a deep seated divide exists in social sciences concerning approaches to data collection 
(Bryman, 1988). Quantitative research is closely related to the social survey, experiment 
investigations and draws on the tradition of broad, comparative analysis and the search for 
social facts (Babbie and Mouton, 2001). Qualitative research, on the other hand, is often 
associated with participant observation, unstructured in-depth interviewing and emphasises 
the importance of subjective meanings in social contexts (Strelitz, 2002).  
4.3.1. Quantitative research methodology 
The quantitative tradition is normally closely associated with the natural sciences because of 
its use of the principles of positivism. Furthermore, the quantitative approach argues that 
reality can be captured by objective study. This implies, as Guba and Lincoln observe, ‘the 
ability to be objective and a real world to be objective about’ (Strelitz, 2002: 90). The 
philosophical basis of quantitative research also has its roots in modernism; in the 
philosophies of Descartes and Locke, who stressed the orderly, quantifiable nature of the 
world, and the need for systematic investigation into it (Hughes and Sharrock, 1980: 8-9). 
In contrast, qualitative research maintains that all social knowledge is co-produced out of 
multiple encounters, conversations and arguments with the people under investigation 
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(Deacon et al., 1999). The central concern of this tradition, also known as ‘interpretivism’, is 
not with establishing relations of cause and effect but to explore the ways that people make 
sense of their social worlds (Deacon et al., 1999: 6). Interpretivists assume that human 
subjectivity is constantly changing, rendering quantitative methods unsuitable for research on 
attitudes. Instead, qualitative researchers emphasise the understanding and descriptions of 
individual subjective meanings (Grinnell, 1985: 8; O’Shea, 2004: 30). Qualitative research 
insists that people construct and reconstruct social realities through routine social practices 
and the conceptual categories underpinning them (Deacon et al., 1999: 7). Television within 
audience studies is understood as a constructed ritual that is determined by family members 
(Lull, 1990), hence arguments stating that qualitative methods are the best, in principle, to 
understand the complexity of the social interaction when investigating television watching. 
4.3.2. Qualitative research methodology 
Ethnographic approaches to audience studies have attempted to discover how audiences use 
television to make sense of their lived, everyday experiences (Fiske, 1987: 267). In order to 
achieve this goal, cultural studies used qualitative research and the ‘insider’ or ‘emic’ 
perspective which insists on understanding people from inside their own culture (Babbie and 
Mouton, 2001: 271; Priest, 1996; Deacon et al. 1999). This has led some researchers to argue 
that qualitative design is the most appropriate approach to the research of people and culture 
because it employs a holistic and inductive approaches (Priest, 1996 106 -107), or qualitative 
research is descriptive, rich and is understanding of individual beliefs, concerns, life styles, 
culture, behaviour and preferences (Lindloff, 1995: 20). This approach is the most 
appropriate for the aims proposed by this study because of the need to understand human 
beings lived experiences (Lindlof, 1995), and because of its sensitivity to culture.  
4.3.3. Ethnography 
This study, because of its concern with family television viewing, has to deal with everyday 
human experiences and ethnography provides methodological responses (Morley, 1992). The   
purpose of ethnography - an approach explained much by the name: ‘ethno’ (meaning 
people) and ‘graphy’ (meaning describing) (Lindloff, 1995: 20) – is to go into the field 
through observation and interview in order to describe and interpret the practices of research 
subjects in their cultural context. Therefore, ethnography involves a broad and full, or 
‘holistic’ description of a culture and its people (Mabweazara, 2006: 62).  
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Ethnography is described to be a set of methods which involves the researcher participating 
in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time (Mabweazara, 2006).  The researcher 
seeks to thickly describe the activities and events of the people. It has been acknowledged, 
however, that the purpose of ethnography is not simply to describe a social setting but to 
interpret or make sense of what is seen and heard. One of the fundamentals of ethnography is 
the connection between the researcher and the research participants. “It seeks to investigate in 
particular the perspectives of participants, the nature and forms of their knowledge, their 
interactions, practices and discourses, aiming always to draw connections between practices, 
experience and the context (within which both the participants and the researcher find 
themselves). This entails the immersion of the researcher in the field of study – observing 
what happens; listening to what is said; asking questions in order to gain in-depth 
understanding of the cultural issues at stake” (Mabweazara, 2006: 63).  
In this study, in order to understand family behaviour patterns, immersion in natural context 
of the family home will be undertaken to gain the understandings sought by the research. 
Ethnography is useful to this study because the aim of the approach is to understand the lived 
experiences of media consumers and to ‘engage with the situational contexts in which the 
media are used and interpreted’ (Moores, 1993: 32). To this end, the research was conducted 
in Ginsberg township, which is also the family home of the researcher. It thus also has to be 
stated that conducting the research in a community that I grew up in contains disadvantages. 
It can be argued that an inside observer, such as myself, can be blind to some respects of the 
culture observed (Clifford and Marcus, 1986). But, in defence of the decision to study my 
home context, it has been argued that while ethnography undertakes the task of telling the 
truth, the discipline seldom does so holistically (Clifford and Marcus, 1986). Writing about 
culture is always a challenge of inclusion and exclusion, and thus, even studies conducted 
from the outside have the disadvantage partial truth (Clifford and Marcus, 1986).  
As stated earlier in the section, in this study, ethnography is employed as a method to gain a 
greater insight of television viewers in the township from the inside. The role of the 
researcher who is from the township is to facilitate that process of assimilation and to build a 
trusting relationship with respondents. Thus the disadvantage of exclusion of some material 
that the inside researcher might be blind to because of familiarity with the context was 
weighed against the advantage of rich data that could be gained. Willis and Trondman (2000: 
4) write that ethnography has to be aware of its location and the way it relates to the world. 
Furthermore, ethnography has to keep to its strengths, such as the ‘presentation of located 
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aspects of human condition from the inside’. In light of the above, this study will use 
ethnography as a sustained examination of natural context to of television viewing and the 
matter of impartiality, will, as in all critical ethnographic studies, be kept in mind. 
4.4. Choice of method: Participant observation and focus groups 
Participation observation is rooted in ethnography and has been the hallmark of anthropology 
for many years. Like anthropology, it is interested in researching the way of life of a culture 
and social groups (Fielding, 1993). At its most basic level, ethnography involves the 
researchers immersing themselves into the natural setting of the social group being studied 
and participating in and observing their daily life (Mcneill and Chapman, 2005: 87). The 
purpose of such research is to describe the culture or the way of life of a people. Qualitative 
methods of data collection such as interviewing and observation have been included under 
the umbrella term of ‘ethnographic methods’ (Kawulich, 2005). Later in the chapter I explain 
how I immersed myself for eight months in the township where my study was conducted. 
In this study, participant observation was used to aid to data collection process. The technique 
was used a great deal in the initial stages of the research for the purpose of immersion. The 
final data analysis in Chapter five excludes most of the field notes taken during this time of 
the research because the observation, contained many assumptions still to be verified by the 
focus group interviews conducted later in the study. Thus, the participant observation stage 
was useful to the data gathering because it enabled the researcher to learn about the activities 
of the people under evaluation in their natural setting. It also provided the context and insight 
for the development of sampling guidelines and interview guides. A few field notes from the 
observations are included in the analysis contained in Chapter 5, when a description of the 
context is necessary.  
Participation observation, because of its focus on the natural setting of the research subject, is 
a highly appropriate technique to the study of television viewing in the natural setting of the 
home (Morley, 1991). In conducting the study, one of the first decisions that I made was to 
move from the university town of Grahamstown in March 2013 where I was based for full-
time studies and relocate to Ginsberg township where the study was to be conducted. I lived 
with my family and participated in the daily life and routine of township people. I went to 
sport events, community meetings and public functions. I helped out at the Steve Biko Centre 
that is based in the community. I was readily available to help, not only my family members 
but also other families in the township, with the various tasks and chores that needed doing.  
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A good example of gaining trust of the research subjects by granting favours and thus 
establishing rapport (Nyathi, 2012) was illustrated by a chance incident one day. I helped a 
female friend of mine escape from trouble with a traffic officer. I had to drive the car home 
because she was stopped for not having a licence. Her father was grateful and had long 
conversations with me about my research after the incident. He was also one of the first 
people to agree that I observe his family. I also kept close ties and connections with the 
families of my childhood friends; these friends made up the bulk of the families I observed 
later in the study. Staying in Ginsberg enabled me to become familiar with the people of the 
township and re-establish the rapport I shared with them years ago. Preliminary observations 
were conducted in Ginsberg between 23 April and 14 May 2013. I visited six families and 
watched an entire evening of television with them. During the time I made notes of the 
interactions that took place between the various family members and how they were 
responding to the television programme.  
Just as argued earlier, Kawulich (2005) writes that participant observation is one of the first 
steps in ethnographic studies. He states that  participant observation is useful in identifying 
and guiding relationships with informants, in helping the researcher get the feel for how 
things are organized, which is why this study used the method for preliminary findings. 
Further reason that observation was chosen as a data collection method here is because some 
studies contend that “only observation can provide adequate complexity and richness of data, 
or even that it is more ethical to enter into the lives of those researched rather than remain 
aloof and distant from them” (Deacon et al., 2007: 249). Participation observation has the 
advantage of verifying what subjects say in interviews since they are free to say what they 
wish (Gormon et al., 2005: 104).  
Researchers enter ethnographic research with the hope of establishing good relations with the 
informants and thus become an unobtrusive part of the scene (Taylor and Bodgan, 1998). The 
relations that I had already maintained with the people of Ginsberg prior to my research 
helped because when I relocated to the township and started the research project later in my 
stay, most of my respondents were more than willing to participate and were not threatened. 
My presence in various homes was normal because of the fact that I had grown up in the 
location and I had been there the bulk of the year. Research states that observation has the 
ability to change the behaviour of the people being observed. Going back to the township and 
basing myself in the community while conducting the research allowed me to blend in with 
the environment and be taken as a part of it to gain the insider perspective.  
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Because of the stress of establishing rapport with the research respondents, observation is not 
an easy undertaking (Mcneill and Chapman, 2005). The participant observer needs to be deft 
in conducting informal interviews and drawing out responses from respondents in naturally 
occurring social situations (Nyathi, 2012). In my stay in the township I had many informal 
conversations with various people about the television programme Intersexions. Some 
parents were willing to discuss the programme in great detail in open conversation. My 
choice of observation, participant observation, meant that I spoke to subjects and participated 
in their daily routines and their viewing rituals. Although some scholars have written that 
when a researcher divulges their observer status, the group can act artificially, but with time 
they can start behaving normally (Mcneill and Chapman, 2005; Nyathi, 2012), and in my 
case respondents were familiar with my presence in their homes, which made the observation 
period natural.  
The participant observer has to toe the line between being an active participant and a passive 
observer (Nyathi, 2012); I leaned towards being a passive observer. Kawulich (2005: 8) notes 
that this strategy of the observer as participant ‘enables the researcher to participate in the 
group activities as desired … and the group being studied is aware of the researcher’s 
observation activities’. My efforts were to be a passive observer in order not to interfere with 
particular group dynamics that I found in particular families. I did, however, take part in 
conversation and discussion when I could, but most of the time I kept a distance from the 
situation and took notes of the interactions. Kawulich (2005: 9) adds to this understanding 
that participant observation requires a certain amount of ‘impression management’. Most 
anthropologists, he notes, need to maintain a sense of objectivity through distance. He defines 
participant observation as the process of establishing rapport within a community and 
learning to act in such a way as to blend into the community so that its members will act 
naturally, then removing oneself from the setting or community to immerse oneself in the 
data to understand what is going on and be able to write about it.  
I had to be particularly weary of developing friendships or a subjectivity that disallowed me 
from pursuing difficult lines of enquiry. Whilst in the field, I had to be a participant and 
observer and guard against losing the ability to view situations critically (Nyathi, 2012). I 
viewed television programmes with the families of friends but whilst taking notes and 
conducting the observation, I kept a slight distance that allowed me to view events from the 
outside. Taylor and Bodgan (1998) note that time in the field is not easy and relations with 
respondents can be complex because fieldwork is not outside of human life and tribulations. 
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Thus a researcher has to be aware of the limitations of observation and be able to determine 
the extent to which they can be involved or intervene in situations (Kawulich, 2005). Some 
argue that qualitative researchers cannot be both objective and subjective, but the contention 
has been raised that the two can co-exist.  
One of the advantages of ethnographic study is that researchers can adapt to what is 
happening around them. Some researchers gain trust with respondents by living the life they 
do and by establishing what the researcher has in common with the people (Nyathi, 2012). 
My familiarity with the township, the family associations that go back before I was born and 
the ability to speak the common language, isiXhosa, were all advantages that allowed my 
immersion in the environment and with the people. 
In observation, data analysis is an on-going process that is done through keeping field notes 
and reflecting on them. Taylor and Bodgan (1998) stress the importance of field notes and 
state that they should be comprehensive and should include things such as the date, time and 
a record of what is happening. Fielding emphasises (1993: 161) that the ‘production of field 
notes is the observer’s raison d’etre … If you do not record what takes place, you might as 
well not be in the setting ... In order to take full field notes it is sensible to develop your own 
powers of observation gradually.’ In line with this I noted my observations each time I was in 
the company of a family. Since the people I was studying were mostly absorbed in the 
entertainment programmes they were watching, I was able to take comprehensive notes of the 
situation without offense. It is also very useful to decide on the categories to be observed, 
based on the research question (Nyathi, 2012). My category was simple enough because I 
was observing families watching television programmes and how they interact with each 
other whilst doing so. 
After the six week period that I had observed families I noted that the data collected had 
reached theoretical saturation. Glaser and Struass (1967) write that ‘theoretical saturation 
refers to the point where the field research becomes repetitive and no further major insights 
can be gained’. The same rule of theoretical saturation applies to focus groups. Although 
focus groups produce a vast quantity of information, there is a point where the groups start 
repeating content, ‘no new stories are told’ (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996: 92).  
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4.5. Focus Groups 
Morley (1991; 27) argues that observation should be paired with the focus group or 
individual interviews because, ‘the problem here is that observing behaviour always leaves 
open the question of interpretation’. Therefore, this study used the ethnographic methods of 
participant observation to explore the terrain, followed by focus group interviews to flesh out 
the meanings young people made when watching Intersexions.  
Morley (1986) also writes that he preferred focus groups over individual interviews because 
much individually based interview research is flawed because it focusses on individuals as 
“social atoms divorced from their social context”. Focus group research is defined as a 
technique that brings together a group or, “more often, a series of groups, of subjects, to 
discuss issues in the presence of a moderator” (Rubin and Rubin, 1995). Since the early 
1980s, the use of focus group discussions as a qualitative research method gained popularity 
for analysing media audiences, with McQuail referring to the method as ‘effectively the 
audience research arm of cultural studies’ (in Deacon et al., 2007: 57). According to Lunt and 
Livingstone (1996), in other words, focus group discussion research entails conducting 
discussion of a particular media text by participants (Aseffa, 2005: 18).  
This method is useful in understanding the different meanings audiences advance when 
watching media texts (Aseffa, 2005). The body of work gained from focus groups has 
introduced an ‘ethnography of reading’ into audience research that highlights the social 
context of media consumption and the agency and creativity of audience members in making 
meaning of television messages (Deacon et al., 2007: 57). The advantage of the focus group 
over individual interviews and surveys is that the method is able to draw understandings of 
how people socially construct meanings about public issues (Gamson, 1992). The method has 
proved to be popular in this area of research as it is seen to produce rich qualitative material, 
well suited to interpretive analysis. The group basis of the research is also claimed to provide 
insight into the interactive dynamics of small groups (Deacon et al., 2007). Thus focus 
groups can also be seen, not just as groups of individuals, but also as simulations of social 
relations, or as social occasions that resemble the social world (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996).  
The strengths and weaknesses of focus groups emanate from their two defining features 
(Morgan, 1997: 13). The first defining feature is that they rely on the researcher’s focus, 
which means plenty of data on the researcher’s area – but then the interaction could be less 
natural than participant observation, say, and like other research methods, the group could be 
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open to influence by the researcher. The second defining feature is group interaction: 
members will compare and comment on each other’s experiences, which can provide 
valuable input on complex phenomena, but the possible drawback exists that the group itself 
could influence the nature of the data it produces with some members dominating 
proceedings (Morgan, 1997: 15; O’Shea, 2004).  
Hence, I took note of the caution advanced by Hansen et al. (1998: 263) that participants in 
the group discussion tend to move towards ‘consensus’ and dissenting or different views 
might be marginalised. I made sure that I included and gave attention to those who were 
silent in the discussion.  Another drawback of the focus group is that it is difficult to arrange, 
as the researcher needs to establish a convenient time and place to meet (Deacon et al., 1999: 
66). Establishing a convenient time and place for respondents to meet can be very difficult, 
but in for the purpose of this research respondents were able to meet at the researchers home.  
4.6. Research design  
This research took the form of an ethnography audience study which is part of the qualitative 
research tradition. Lindloff (1995: 24) writes that qualitative enquiry examines the 
constitution of meaning in everyday phenomena. Further, he observes that the conceptual 
benchmarks for audience research are found in the meanings of media or content which are 
enacted in actual practices and performances.  
The qualitative research tradition was chosen because it allowed this study to use techniques 
that investigate social phenomena from the perspective of the people in question. In other 
words, as observed by Bryman (1998: 61), qualitative research has an expressed commitment 
to ‘viewing events, actions, norms, values, etc. from the perspective of the people who are 
being studied’. Morley and Silverstone (1992: 153) argue that the ethnographer’s task is to 
‘go into the field’ and, by way of observation and interview, attempt to ‘describe – and 
inevitably interpret – the practices of the subjects in that cultural context, on the basis of 
her/his first-observation of day-to-day activities’. Thus, this study used participant 
observation and focus group interviews to investigate the process of consumption/reception 
of media texts, due to the suitability of the methods to the analysis.  
4.7. Sampling 
Given the qualitative nature of the study, I chose purposive or non-random and snowball 
sampling to select the participants for the group discussions. I combined the two sampling 
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modes, since qualitative sampling operates within contexts – which will have already been 
pre-selected – just as the populations of quantitative studies operate according to theoretical 
criteria (Jenson 1982: 238). I used purposive sampling since, as argued by Henson et al. 
(1998: 241), qualitative approaches do not share the concern of quantitative studies to have a 
sample that is representative (Deacon et al.). As has been observed by Henson et al. (1998: 
242), having representative samples in qualitative research may be neither necessary nor 
desirable because the object of the study is not simply to test the particular hypothesis but to 
develop the theory and understandings. In designing the focus groups, I composed them such 
that I was able to draw optimum responses from the respondents.   
In order to do so I considered some of the limitations of focus groups (discussed above) such 
as some individuals dominating the discussion. I sought to find respondents and groups that 
would be able to elaborate on the topic. Much of the modern innovations in focus group 
design involve a move away from the ‘sampling survey approach to engage with naturally 
occurring groups of like-minded people’ (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996). Part of the 
consideration, especially for a township environment, is the possible difficulty in the 
expression of ideas between young females and young males. My fear was that males, 
because of a different set of cultural expectations, restrictions and allowances, might 
dominate mixed groups. Research argues that men tend to dominate conversations (Lunt and 
Livingstone, 1996).  
Another reason I was in favour of homogenous groups is because of the view that 
respondents use familiarity to prompt each other to speak from various ‘frameworks and 
identifications’ (Deacon et al., 2007). With this in mind, I thus decided to divide the groups 
along gender lines. Lunt and Livingstone (1996) argue that researchers can convene separate 
groups, although such distinctions may fragment the public into demographic groups. One 
way to overcome this hurdle is to conduct multiple comparative groups (Lunt and 
Livingstone, 1996). To this end, I conducted three focus groups with each sex; three groups 
of young females and three groups of young males. This was done in order to compare 
findings and to ensure that if fragmented, the two groups could speak to each other.  
Another consideration for sampling purposes is the social inequalities between various 
families and areas in the township. Thus the schooling context of the various respondents (see 
Strelitz, 2002, for a discussion on the context of consumption and schooling inequalities), 
might affect their responses if the groups are structured in such a way that like-minded 
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individuals with the same educational backgrounds are not grouped together. I thus sought 
out respondents by school. Within the three gender differentiated groups, I purposefully 
arranged that learners attending former ‘Model C’ schools were in the same groups and 
learners from DET schools or township schools were placed in separate groups. Social groups 
that are already pre-existing are more natural and participants may be more comfortable in 
each other’s company (Deacon et al., 2007). I also kept an open mind about the possibility of 
finding respondents who do not attend school. They were also placed in a separate group so 
as to avoid discrimination and, hence, inability to fully participate in the discussion. Such 
differentiated groups are easier to conduct because the group establishes confidence more 
quickly so the researcher is able to probe deeper into feelings faster.  
I also used snowball sampling where initial contact with an informant generated more 
informants (Jenson, 2002). Snowball sampling is mainly used where no list of institutions 
exists that could be used as the basis of sampling (Deacon et al., 1999), as in the case of 
selecting families in the township for observation. Most of the families that are in the area 
under study are not listed in the phone directory or any other statistical record. Snowball 
sampling was thus very useful for the purpose of this study. In identifying respondents, it was 
useful to ask some of the first contacts that were in my immediate surroundings to suggest 
and approach friends to be in the study. This sampling technique worked well to support the 
purposeful technique that was used to convene the focus groups. A respondent from a 
particular school, for instance, was able to suggest friends and acquaintances that would have 
been normally unavailable to me; the researcher. From each of the various schooling 
delineations mentioned earlier, learners were able to suggest friends that took part in the 
focus groups.  
Hansen et al. (1998: 268) argue that one should have a minimum of six focus groups until 
comments begin to repeat themselves and little new material is generated. I decided to 
convene six focus groups as Deacon et al. (1999) note that the normal number is between five 
and ten. Because it is difficult to estimate an exact number for focus groups due to the fact 
that a rule of thumb states that a researcher has gained enough data in the field once 
respondents start repeating themselves (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996), prior studies did 
indicate that the groups convened for this study should be enough (O’Shea, 2004; Nyathi, 
2012). I also found it useful to adhere to the rule of thumb because I also found it true that 
holds for any given category of people discussing a particular topic, there are only so many 
stories to be told. In this respect, Lunt and Livingstone (1996) advise that the researcher 
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should continue running new groups until the last group has nothing new to add but merely 
repeats previous contributions. After the six focus groups convened, and true to the rule, the 
issues covered by group members started to repeat those of earlier groups. I decided that it 
was unnecessary to continue with anymore groups.  
4.8. Moderator 
The moderator’s role includes requiring them to monitor a complex social interaction, 
encourage contributions and manage disruptions and other problematic group dynamics (Lunt 
and Livingstone, 1996). The moderator is also responsible for convening the group in an 
environment that is informal so that it can stimulate discussion. I drew up an interview guide 
that ensured that the focus group discussion concentrated on the subjects and issues relevant 
to the research (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996). This approach ensured that similar issues were 
discussed in the different groups to enable later comparison (Morgan, 1997). However, in line 
with Morgan (1997) I did not rigidly follow the interview guide, but allowed the discussion 
and interviews to flow at length. 
The focus group discussions were conducted in Xhosa, the home language of all the 
respondents and they were recorded using a digital voice recorder. The respondents were 
asked to permit the recording and I ensured that the recording process was as unobtrusive as 
possible (Fielding, 1993). The recordings were later transcribed by me to English for the 
analysis. 
Moreover, I also paid attention to the role I played as a moderator. Following Hansen et al. 
(1998: 272) and Morgan (1997), my purpose as moderator in the focus groups was to 
facilitate and stimulate the discussions and not dominate proceedings. In this regard, I had to 
be careful that my gender, as highlighted above, might be a barrier to discussion with female 
respondents. Thus my role as the moderator was to do my best to ensure the thematic topics 
outlined in the literature review were covered. Although, the interviews conducted did not 
exhibit any problems which might have been caused by my sex, I cannot claim that the 
interviews were entirely independent of gender sensitivities.    
4.9. Conclusion 
In this chapter I have discussed the procedure employed in conducting the study and the 
insights used in the research design process. The chapter started off by making the link 
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between reception analysis and the qualitative approach, which underpins the methodology 
used in this study.  
The section on reception analysis explained that the qualitative approach is central to 
reception studies because it shares the same concerns regarding understanding human action; 
which is to understand it from the perspective of the people involved. Drawing from this 
qualitative approach, this chapter outlined the two step design of participant observation and 
focus group interviews used to collect data from individuals watching the television 
programme Intersexions in the context of the home.  
The next chapter presents and analyses the findings of the research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Presentation and analysis of findings 
5.1. Introduction 
This chapter discusses the findings of the research undertaken observing young adults 
watching the television programme Intersexions in the context of the home. The chapter also 
includes interview responses from respondents concerning the influence of the context of 
viewing on interpretation of the programme. As discussed in Chapter two, this thesis is 
grounded in the particular national setting of South Africa, and thus grounded in its particular 
cultural context. The study, therefore, concerns itself with the lived experiences of individual 
viewers and how these experiences affect the way that individuals interact with the media 
messages. In order to achieve that balance between the individual interpretation and the 
greater society influence, the discussion will be framed by culture – taking into account the 
centrality of culture to lived experience (Buckingham, 2008) as discussed in Chapter three. 
Therefore, culture is a key dimension that informed the data gathering and analysis process 
and is thus understood here as part of the data in the process to understand meanings that 
audiences make (Hoover and Clark, 2008).  
The assumption made by the study is that cultural values make it difficult for viewers, 
especially younger members of the family, to watch Intersexions freely and that affects the 
way they interpret or read the programme. The previous chapter set out the methodology 
underpinning the study and the methods used to investigate the family as a context of 
viewing. This chapter will present and discuss the findings gleaned from the investigation. 
The analysis of findings is informed by the literature review discussed in Chapter three. This 
chapter will, firstly, present the data from the focus groups. Secondly, the data will be 
interpreted and presented using direct quotations from the interviews and descriptions from 
notes during the observations. The discussion will take place according to the major themes 
that were discussed in the literature review in chapter three.  
5.2. Participant observation and focus group methods: A brief overview 
This section presents findings from the ethnographic methods used to conduct the research: 
participant observation and focus group interviews. The two methods were combined because 
researchers have argued that the two methods together make stronger investigation. Morley 
(1991: 27) notes that “observing behaviour always leaves open the question of 
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interpretation”. It is therefore useful to follow up the process of observation with interviews 
in order to verify what has been observed (Gorman et al., 2005). Kawulich (2005) writes that 
participant observation can be seen as a first step in ethnographic studies, and it has been 
used as such in this research. The participant observation stage of the research was useful for 
establishing relationships with informants, acclimatising to the research environment and 
identifying the specific issues present in the community that related to the research. In 
accordance with the above sentiments, preliminary participant observations were conducted 
in Ginsberg township between 23 April and 14 May 2013.  
I entered the homes of township dwellers with the aim of establishing the extent the family 
influenced the interpretation of television programmes. Six families were visited and 
television watched with them. During the television viewing I took notes of events in the 
home. I was careful not to be intrusive; not to act as a stranger in the background taking 
notes, to limit possibilities of behaviour change of the participants due to my presence. I 
therefore participated in discussions that were had about the programme and general 
discussions about township news, and took notes in-between. I found that the talk eased most 
respondents and they were able to watch television without a sense of being observed by a 
stranger. The data collected from the observations is used sparingly in the following analysis 
as it was used gather information that informed the research question. The chapter analyses 
comments made by respondents in the focus group discussions.    
Six focus group discussions were conducted with a total number of 36 respondents (18 males 
and 18 females). The groups were divided along gender lines because of a fear that mixed 
gender groups might be dominated by male respondents. The aim was to bring together ‘like-
minded’ people (see Lunt and Livingstone, 1996) who would be comfortable speaking 
together in a group setting. Another divide that informed the composition of the groups in 
order to ensure that the participants felt comfortable was the school they attended. The reason 
for the distinction was explained in Chapter three (also see Strelitz, 2002). Learners from 
DET schools were grouped together; so too were learners from former Model C schools. 
Learners were chosen because they are the primary target audience of Intersexions and they 
are also the ones that could experience the most difficulties watching the programme 
Intersexions at home because most television viewing rules at home are designed to police 
young people (Gauntlett and Hill, 1999).  
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5.3. A rules approach to television viewing 
5.3.1. Rules as a guide to television viewing 
Chapter three discussed the ‘communication rules’ that informs the rules perspective (Lull, 
1990), which argues that viewers interpret television messages within the structured 
environment of the home, and that family members learn correct social conduct through rules 
established at home (Hoover and Clark, 2008). Therefore, rules designed to guide 
individuals’ daily experiences of television viewing create patterned social interactions which 
reveal that human behaviour is a matter of ‘rule governed choices’ rather than ‘law like 
predictions’ (Lull, 1990: 64). The rules approach, therefore, is central to the study because the 
perspective allows us to analyse the responses of respondents within the frame of the 
argument that has been posited: the individual viewer as free to interpret programme 
messages within a structured viewing environment.  
Comments from the focus group discussion and observations made supported the claim that 
the complex patterns of interpersonal communication that happen in the family require 
‘hierarchically ordered contracts’ (Lull, 1990), or sets of rules that govern interaction 
between family members in specific situations.  A pattern of behaviour that was evident from 
the first family I visited to the last was that the evening news, the English language news on 
E.TV at 7pm and the Nguni language news on SABC 1 at 7.30pm were standard programmes 
that could not be interrupted by any other programme. The following extracts are from two 
families I observed: 
I arrived in the house after 7.30. The Nguni language news was on at the time. Before 
I arrived at his present house I had visited a friend at home and there the 7.30, E.TV 
news had been watched. When I asked a respondent at this present house, she 
confirmed that they had also been watching the news on E.tv at 7pm; they had 
followed that with the Nguni language news. After the news the families normally 
watched Generations. 
The 7.30 news were on when I came into the house. No one was really paying 
attention to the television. After an insert about the Gupta plane scandal (Mataboge et 
al., 2013) a conversation starts. They talk about the fact that the SABC news was not 
in-depth about the story. They say that E.TV and Third Degree really know how to 
probe a story. Generations follows after the news and that is watched.  
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The social contract that family members understand and agreed to according to the hierarchy 
of parental power is that the evening news are a ‘non-negotiable’. The respondents seemed 
comfortable with the arrangement and they fitted it within their own organisation of 
television viewing.  
D: At home, the person with the remote is responsible for selecting what is watched, 
except for the news of course.  The news is a non-negotiable; otherwise it’s the person 
with the remote.  
A: With my mom, I know that the news at 19h30 is a must, after that, I am free to 
watch what I want.  
(Others agree) 
5.3.2. Parental control and rules 
Therefore, in relation to the theory, it was relatively simple to establish that television 
viewing in the township of Ginsberg is also rule-governed. The focus of the analysis thus 
turns to the degree rules apply in the homes and how these rules affect interpretation. The 
assumption that the context of viewing; the traditionalist and working class homes of 
Ginsberg viewers are highly rule bound and offer little freedom choose television viewing 
material needs further examination. The observations I made in participant observation 
segment of the study informed this view. It was informed by instances observed where young 
people avoided watching the programme with parents, and especially if the father was 
around. The following observation serves as an illustration: 
After Generations there is activity in the sitting room. One by one the three children 
start to leave the room. The older boy is the first to leave; he has an outside room and 
disappears to it. (When I ask him later where he was, he says that he was in his room, 
catching up on school work). The girl, who is sixteen years of age, goes to the kitchen 
and washes the dishes. After she is done with that chore, she goes to her room. The 
younger boy, 14 years, goes outside. When I ask the father where the youngster is. He 
tells me that he knows his chore is to feed the dogs; he is doing that. Both boys do not 
return to watch. I am left alone with the father watching Intersexions.  
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The assumption of heavy control over content by parents was also confirmed by some focus 
group respondents whose families placed heavy restrictions on television programmes 
watched. Respondents from one group made the following comments:  
B: I stopped watching Intersexions because the TV in the sitting room is connected to 
the TV in her room. So when my mother is not watching Intersexions we also aren’t 
watching Intersexions because the TVs are connected. So she does not watch it and so 
we can’t as well. 
C: My mom had this thing of wanting to send me on errands when Intersexions came 
on. That’s when I gave up on Intersexions and realised that they do not want me to 
watch Intersexions.  
E: There problem is that my older sister is a born again Christian.  
(laughter) 
E: So, Intersexions will come on at 20h30, so now, we normally say our evening 
prayer at 21h00. So if during the programme a scene with kissing or stripping of 
clothes comes on, we switch the TV off and start praying.  
Another group responded: 
D: She doesn’t always have the remote in hand but she does stop us from watching 
certain programmes.  
Moderator : Who is that? 
D: My mom. She doesn’t like programmes like Days and Bold 
C: But if my dad is around and he is watching Intersexions, he will make you get 
things, and make you leave the room somehow; just because he does not want you to 
watch. 
5.3.3. Difference in family outlooks 
Interestingly, the investigation of family viewing rules in township homes also presented 
several cases where rules or control of viewing was not as tightly guarded as in the examples 
discussed above. I could argue further that a majority of the homes and households visited did 
not display any overt rules that restrict television viewing. As discussed previously, there 
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were a few examples of control but, in most of cases, young people were free to watch what 
they wanted. The most extreme example of that freedom was a household headed by young 
adults – or what is officially termed in South Africa as ‘child headed households’ (Meintjes, 
et al., 2009). A resident from that house who participated in the focus groups articulated that 
sense of liberty:  
A: At home we don’t say watch this channel or don’t. We just watch, even if the part 
is right or wrong, no one changes.   
Other respondents spoke along the same lines:    
C: I have the power at home to take over the remote and tell people that I want to 
watch something and people can only change the channel after I am done. Or even if I 
am watching soccer I don’t want to be sent on errands. 
C: At home, no one controls what is watched as such. I just sometimes ask my mom 
to change to a different channel if she isn’t watching.  
C: At home it depends who finds the remote first in the morning; that person has the 
power to control what is watched. Even our parents respect that. 
Moderator: So everyone here can take the remote and watch whatever programme 
they want? 
(Everyone agrees)  
What accounts for the difference in rules, and the degree to which they are enforced between 
families is a difference in family outlook. Rules are determined by small family units and 
families differ in outlooks and how they choose to formulate and police rules (Hoover and 
Clark, 2008). These factors might make it seem that some families do not have rules that 
might restrict television viewing. Data from the investigation of families living in Ginsberg 
supports the contra argument that all families have implicit and explicit rules that guide 
viewing behaviour; even in families that don’t have rules have rules (Lull, 1990; Morley, 
1986). Therefore, even in cases where the young people involved spoke of restrictions, there 
were hints of freedom to watch Intersexions when certain conditions were met. The following 
examples illustrate the point:  
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B: In most houses the remote is controlled by parents. It’s unlikely that children have 
the authority to say what must be watched. In most houses you get to select your own 
programmes when the parents are done watching after Generations. 
C: At home it’s my younger sister and my father. My dad will not watch a soapie if 
there is a big national issue on the news. When such an event takes place, he takes 
control, but most of the time, he gives over the remote and listens to the radio.  
A: My brother sometimes makes life difficult for me, but he is in university most of 
the time. My father also sometimes likes watching sport all the time, but at least I can 
watch Intersexions in his room.   
What the findings show is that families in the township of Ginsberg do not have as strict 
habitual rules – rules that cannot be negotiated – as the literature suggested of Global North 
based families, which have been reported to impose strict rules on programme selection 
(Gauntlett and Hill, 1999; Morley, 1986). Respondents voiced the freedoms they enjoyed at 
home as such: 
D: At home, the person with the remote is responsible for selecting what is watched, 
except for the news of course.   
M: Does anyone control what is watched at home? 
#Me 
F: We have our own TV. We watch whatever we want to watch.  
E: I live with my mom so we mostly watch what I want to watch. E: It depends at my 
house who is in first. If it’s me, I get to decide what to watch.  
5.3.4. Research on habitual rules 
Lull (1990) notes that research on the extent parents impose non-negotiable viewing rules on 
children is divided. Some findings have suggested, as the data in this case suggests, that 
attempts to control viewing of children exists in a minority of cases. “Lyle and Hoffman 
(1972) found various attempts to control viewing of tenth-grade children existed in less than 
10 per cent of their survey sample. Canavan (1974) reported that Australian parents ‘exert 
little influence over their children’s viewing’” (Lull, 1990: 69). Thus, although we discussed 
‘enforced viewing’ (Lull, 1990), and ‘non-selective’ viewing (Gauntlett and Hill, 1999: 40) 
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and that viewers often watch the programmes that are not of their choosing because of the 
power-laden context living room (Morley, 1986; Fiske, 1987), the findings demonstrated that 
viewers in the specific context of Ginsberg location are freer than our discussion in the 
literature review might have suggested. Therefore, there is evidence for and against strict 
viewing rules imposed by parents on children: “evidence suggests that the imposition of 
viewing rules is not uncommon and that these rules are not limited only to younger children 
(Lull, 1990: 69). Our earlier discussion noted that we have found evidence for little control 
exerted over television viewing, which contradicts some of the theory discussed in previous 
chapters. This study has also found cases where a great deal of parental control exists. This 
study has to account for that difference.  
To account for the difference Hoover and Clark (2008) suggest that different family types 
emerge in relation to the ways families negotiate television viewing.  Families in the 
‘distinctive family’ category see a distinction between their household culture and the broader 
media culture. These families share the common idea that through careful negotiation of 
media, they can create and maintain a distinct family identity (Hoover and Clark, 2008). The 
other two family types, the ones that best resemble families observed in this study, see the 
media as an  important and functional sphere that has to be embraced rather than contested; 
“television is less something to be contested than something to be used” (Hoover and Clark, 
2008: 114). Although Hoover and Clark write from an American perspective, and do not 
necessarily separate families by country specifics, their observations are still important and 
useful. My own observations noted that television viewing is central to the way that families 
in Ginsberg interact. The television is the centre of the lounge area where most families 
congregate.  Households in Ginsberg thus seem to resemble these ‘media suffused families’ 
that recognise that television is part of everyday lives and hence actively participate with it 
(Hoover and Clark, 2008: 115). The media rules practiced by these households differ from 
other families. Their children are allowed to watch anything they want and, unlike other 
families, see the media as positive not negative. Although some these families have some 
sense of rules, none were clearly articulated. “Instead the media is used to help negotiate a 
complex maelstrom of social experience” (Hoover and Clark, 2008: 116). Children from 
these families use the media to guide social relationships, the media and to make their lives 
meaningful.    
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5.3.5. Family rules and socio-economics 
The point carried so far to account for the difference in family behaviour regarding television 
viewing is that family rules might differ because families are different units that choose to see 
the world differently, and thus will practice intricate rules in smaller units. Each family unit 
interprets television on their “own terms, viewing television through its own screen of family 
rules” (Goodman in Morley, 1986: 23). But in probing the matter more deeply we have to 
look beyond individual family outlook and composition to the wider environment that 
impacts the household. Lull (1990) notes that the family or household is the interpersonal 
context in which much of the event or construction of viewing television takes place, and to 
understand the process of interpretation with family contexts, one has to understand the 
‘external and historical conditions’, like modernity, environmental factors, and traditional 
values” (Lull, 1990: 146). Importantly for this study and its central findings, this means that 
macro factors such as socio-economic differences between families influence the 
interpretation of programmes by different viewers (for a full discussion see section 5.10).  
Silverstone argues that to “understand the household as a moral economy, therefore, is to 
understand the household as part of a transactional system, dynamically involved in the 
public world of the production and exchange of commodities and meanings … Different 
families will draw on different cultural resources, based on a wide range of social 
circumstances, and as a result construct a bounded environment at home. Their successes or 
failures are also, of course, a matter of political and economic resources (Silverstone, Hirsch 
and Morley, 1992: 19).  
Therefore, we have already discussed that the freedom that is afforded to respondents when it 
comes to programme selection is slightly bound by content restrictions. Most of the 
respondents in the focus group interviews indicated that they were free to watch what they 
wanted; what caused problems were sex scenes, especially in Intersexions. These restrictions 
have to be understood in connection with the culture. Talk about sex is particularly bound by 
certain rules in the Xhosa culture in the Eastern Cape which limits talk about sex between 
parents and children (Lambert and Wood, 2005). The principle of ukuhlonipha (respect) 
which in 'traditional' Xhosa society regulates inter-generational as well as all other 
hierarchical social relations such as age and different peer relations dictates appropriate 
practices of speech between unequal individuals (Lambert and Wood, 2005). The following 
examples give a sense of the discomfort between children and parents due to sex: 
58 
 
A: When it comes to situations when a couple is kissing and they are about to have 
sex, it becomes very awkward and uncomfortable when you are watching with your 
parents. 
C: I’m just like the others I have a very hard time dealing with the situation. My mom 
will scream for the remote if there is a sex scene and she will change the channel 
every time things get uncomfortable. So my younger brother eventually developed a 
dislike for Intersexions. Every time the programme came on he would shout that he 
does not like the programme.  
F: My parents say that the things that happen in the programme are wrong and I might 
copy them. So I have to leave the room or go to bed. 
(Laughter) 
Moderator: Is it just Intersexions 
F: The Bold and the Beautiful, Days, and such … (all of these programmes listed are 
soap operas) 
C: I enjoy watching Intersexions, but when I’m watching with my mom and sex 
scenes appear … I feel like hiding under a blanket or changing the channel, but most 
of the time she is not around, and it’s enjoyable. It’s better to watch with my sister, 
my mom gets jumpy and orders us to change the channel. 
E: So, Intersexions will come on at 20h30, so now, we normally say our evening 
prayer at 21h00. So if during the programme a scene with kissing or stripping of 
clothes comes on, we switch the TV off and start praying.  
C: My mom had this thing of wanting to send me on errands when Intersexions came 
on. That’s when I gave up on Intersexions and realised that they do not want me to 
watch Intersexions.  
The above responses illustrate the most conservative outlooks that were encountered during 
the focus group interviews. These views were in the minority as a majority of answers 
illustrated that they are allowed to watch the programme even though scenes showing sex 
were uncomfortable. Therefore, although, content can be an issue, the programme is not 
prohibited. The responses that follow highlight the point:  
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C: You can’t just say anything to parents; you have to mark your words. Even when 
watching the programme, you might feel like changing the channel because you are 
with your parents, so those situations with parents don’t make you comfortable. 
B: For me it is even difficult to watch a kissing scene. I don’t know why it is like that. 
I will fidget, play with my phone and not know what to do with myself.  
F: I am not comfortable totally, but my mom does talk at times. She sometimes 
comments that these that we watch… So when she says that I sometimes feel guilty. 
B: I can say that I’m allowed but I can say that after Generations, its Intersexions so 
it’s become the norm that people watch Intersexions because it comes on and no one 
changes channels. Some people maybe don’t realise what is on the screen until the 
scenes with sex appear and that is when parents demand that it is changed. So now I 
cannot say with any authority whether I am allowed or not allowed to watch it.  
What the respondents demonstrated in their comments is that they understood the rules 
regarding television content and what they should not be watching. They tried to avoid 
uncomfortable situation caused by broadcasts as much as possible but, in most cases, that did 
not prevent them from watching Intersexions. They negotiated the restrictions placed on 
sexually explicit content as shown by these responses:   
Moderator: Do you leave the room when things get uncomfortable?  
(Agreement – No) 
C: You don’t move. They will ask you, ‘What do you know (about sex) that you leave 
the room?’ 
A: Unless you have anticipated what is going to happen then you leave. You have to 
leave earlier, but not during the scene, that will get you into trouble. 
B; You just have to stay strong until that scene is up because sometimes you want 
them to talk and they do, they will shout that we are brave watching such things. 
B: I’ll be on my phone, sometimes there isn’t anything on my phone, I’m just staring 
at it to avoid the screen.  
D: Sometimes the sex scene just appears, so it’s a bit weird when you look away. 
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C: I look away out of respect, because my parents told me not to watch such things.  
B: My dad will shout at you even if you look away, no man… 
A: They know that I hide myself.  
D: I don’t even bother. When I hide myself they ask why I hide but I know that I do 
these things. When I watch they ask why I watch. 
On the whole, it is evident from the responses that although uncomfortable the sex scenes 
might be, this did not warrant restrictions being placed on Intersexions.  
Moderator: But are you allowed to watch Intersexions? Is anyone chased from the 
room? 
(Agreement – No, we are allowed) 
Moderator: Others, is it difficult. 
(Agreement – No) 
C: I actually insist at home that we should watch it. 
            D: My mother even suggests that we watch Intersexions. 
5.3.6 Viewing rules in the family 
This freedom beyond restrictions placed on content can again be explained within terms of 
the rules perspective. The typology discussed in Chapter three noted parametric rules, where 
acceptable behaviour is negotiated (Lull, 1990). Thus study found that in Ginsberg in the 
absence of habitual rules a lot more negotiation takes place between children and parents.  
C: At home, no one controls what is watched as such. I just sometimes ask my mom 
to change to a different channel if she isn’t watching.  
Moderator: So everyone here can take the remote and watch whatever programme 
they want? 
(Agreement – Yes) 
B: But you have to ask first. 
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D: It also depends on how important that programme is.  
B: You have to also ask the people watching if they are because they also ask you.  
This negotiation goes hand in hand with tactical rules which are strategies that are devised in 
the family to gain an objective (Lull, 1990: 76). Not too many examples of tactical rules were 
displayed but a few comments were made:  
B: We agree with my mother beforehand that after Generations I will watch 
Intersexions.  
E: I live with my mom so the person that controls what is watched depends on who is 
home first. 
To conclude this segment on communication rules, it is important to state that the approach 
examines how individual activity results from choices made in the construction of group 
interaction (Lull 1990), which is to say that choices made are made in response to the 
practical challenges posed by micro or macro-interactional contexts. Communication rules 
are important to this study because they are a framework to understand that audience 
behaviour and collective communication behaviour and interactions involve the wider socio-
economy (Lull, 1990: 79).The approach bridges the seeming contradiction between 
individual choice and structured societies. “Since the rules perspective combines 
interpersonal relations and ideological processes in a single analytical framework, theory can 
be developed at both levels that considers the audience member as a choice maker who is not 
irreversibly trapped within communicational and cultural boundaries but is repeatedly 
advised to stay within them” (Lull, 1990: 80).  
5.4 Television as a structural and relational resource 
What we have not yet answered in the above discussion on communication rules is the reason 
parents allow children to watch Intersexions even though the content of the programme might 
be contrary to the family and cultural values that they hold. The ‘social uses’ of television 
typology is a useful reference in this regard (Lull, 1990). The argument, which has been 
explained in Chapter three, posits that television is used as a structural and relational 
resource. Structurally it is used as an environmental and regulative resource (Gauntlett and 
Hill, 1999).  
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The observation of families mostly supported this argument. The evening news, starting from 
19h00 and the programmes after that, structured the family evening meal. Although it can be 
also argued that time is often used in most instances to eat, most of the families observed ate 
while deeply engaged in television viewing, with hardly any conversation between members 
of the family. The focus group respondents also spoke of a day structured by television, with 
many of them talking of what they can and cannot do ‘after Generations’ (a popular 
television soapie): 
E: I have to wash dishes after Generations.  
B: I can say that I’m allowed but I can say that after Generations; its Intersexions so it’s 
become the norm that people watch Intersexions because it comes on and no one changes the 
channel. 
5.4.1. The relational uses of television 
The reason that this study proposes to use in the social uses typology to explain the 
differences between Ginsberg households and those found in the literature suggesting strict 
regulation of television content by parents, is that relational uses of television accounts for 
individual viewer behaviour in structured viewing environments. This study discussed in 
Chapter three that relationally (Lull, 1990), television usage can be divided into a behavioural 
typology with four major areas: communication facilitation, affiliation/avoidance, social 
learning, and competence/dominance. Communication facilitation refers to the use of 
television themes to facilitate conversations by providing reference points and agendas for 
talk. Lull (1990) points out that television can be used by children to enter adult 
conversations. He also points out that the viewing experience is facilitative because 
conversational discomfort is reduced. The data in this study reveals that the opposite is the 
case; television is hardly used by children to enter adult conversation. Television is, instead, 
used in these families to avoid such conversations. The following responses illustrate the 
point:  
D: So the programme helps them because instead of the having to talk to us the 
programme can do that. 
A: They are not open with us so at least the TV helps in educating, especially 
Intersexions.  
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C: Intersexions educates the youth and at the same time educates parents. Parents tend 
to hide a lot of things from us and we sometimes have to see things for ourselves. I 
think parents have to try and be open with us.  
They understand that Intersexions is educational. 
A: ... and they understand that we are old and we do the things that are on 
Intersexions. 
(Laughter) 
Unidentified speaker: We know everything. 
C: Our parents tend to hide too much. Sometimes when they are warning us against 
certain things they say that we must stop what we are doing because they don’t like it. 
They do not say why you should not do something but they want you to stop. You 
will obviously want to do it so you can see the outcome. You will want to see it 
because they do not want you to see it.  
Just as Lull writes that television is used for affiliation and avoidance, it can be used for 
avoidance rather than affiliation in most cases between parents and children in this specific 
study. Thus just as much as television is a convenient family behaviour which is 
accomplished collectively, it is also used to lessen the demand for conversation by providing 
a distraction, as the above comments also highlighted. A brief paragraph from the notes taken 
in one of the families observed demonstrates how television can be used for avoidance: 
There is not much discussion about the programme. N eats his meal and tries to ask 
the father a few questions. He engages him about a clothing account he wants to use 
and the dad replies briskly that he must talk to his mother about it. He tries to say 
something else but his father’s attention is clearly on the TV and he gives up. After he 
is done eating, he disappears into one of the rooms.  N comes back to the room and 
tries to do his homework on the TV room table. He is instructed to work in the dining 
room because he is obstructing his father’s view of the television.  
The focus group respondents spoke openly about their inability to speak to their parents. 
What they highlighted, however, is that the nature of Intersexions as an entertainment 
education programme made is easier to avoid uncomfortable talks, educational and otherwise. 
As much as the programme may be used for avoidance it is still made sense with a context 
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specific scenario that parents and youth in the Eastern Cape might avoid talking about the 
programme but the youth are allowed to watch it. These comments bring us to the issue of 
television as a resource for social learning (Lull, 1990). Literature suggests that themes from 
television programmes are used by parents to educate their children, thus transmitting or 
reinforcing the value system of the parent. Despite this difficulty presented by Xhosa culture, 
this idea of social learning is consistent with entertainment-education strategies that outline 
that television can be used for positive behaviour change (Papa et al., 2000). Entertainment 
education programmes like Intersexions provide audience members with examples of 
behaviours that are socially acceptable through portraying positive and negative role models 
(Papa et al., 2000). Therefore parents might allow children to watch the programme because 
the message contained teaches children about socially desirable actions with regards to sex 
and HIV/AIDS, two issues that they are uncomfortable discussing.  
The supervision that black parents administered in the township home is consistent with the 
Xhosa-speaking context of South Africa's Eastern Cape. Indirectness about sex is a 
characteristic ‘of ordinary reference to sexual behaviour’ (Lambert and Wood, 2005: 531). 
Ukuhlonipha (respect) is seen as an essential regulatory feature of all social relationships that 
involve hierarchy, such as parent and child, husband and wife, and elder and young person 
(Lambert and Wood, 2005). A situation that differs in other parts of the world, Buckingham 
and Bragg (2004) note that, although embarrassing, it is not uncommon for parents in the 
United Kingdom to speak to their children about sex. The respondents articulate this 
difference: 
B: I do not talk to my parents. I think the problem with black parents is that they are 
not open about relationships and matters concerning sexual intercourse and sexually 
transmitted diseases. That’s the reason why most black youth partake in sex, because 
they do not talk about it with their parents and so they are not educated about sex and 
how to do it the right way. 
A: Firstly, Intersexions helps us and it helps out parents. Our parents don’t want to be 
open with us, they hide a lot from us, so Intersexions teaches us a lot. When it comes 
to HIV/AIDS Intersexions teaches us that we are the ones running after HIV and we 
being the ones running after it, our parents are not open with us the way they should 
be. 
65 
 
A: They are not open with us so at least the TV helps in educating, especially 
Intersexions.  
C: Intersexions educates the youth and at the same time it educates parents. Parents 
tend to hide a lot of things from us and we sometimes have to see things for ourselves. 
I think parents have to try and be open with us.   
D: I think that what has just been expressed that we feel uncomfortable watching 
Intersexions with our parents adds to what was said previously about black parents, 
that they like to make sex a foreign concept. They make us up as if we don’t think 
about it, even though they know that we think about it, they make it out to be 
something that doesn’t happen, even though it’s something that happens. So when it 
appears on TV, young people engaging in sex, it’s something very weird.  
5.4.2 Culture, television and social learning 
Television becomes a bridge between the clash of cultural values and media values. As we 
have already noted that the families in Ginsberg are similar to the families discussed by 
Hoover and Clark (2008) that use the media to aid parenting rather than to restrict and reject 
its use. Parents might understand that melodramas provide practical suggestions for social 
interaction and positive role models. These imitations may be useful in the solving of family 
problems which bear resemblance to difficulties resolved in television dramas (Lull, 1990: 
41). At the very least, television provides an abundance of role models which audience 
members find socially useful. The following comment makes the point: 
Moderator: Is anyone uncomfortable watching Intersexions at home? 
E: I am very comfortable. 
(Laughter) 
E: My mother doesn’t say anything. I think that the problem is that Intersexions is 
educational so she does not have a problem with me watching it because she knows 
that I will learn something.  
What these findings have already confirmed is that families distinctly watch television within 
their own cultures (Lull, 1990:172). Much of the discussion so far has centred on the 
evidence that supports the claims made in Chapter three that audience interpretation of 
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television programmes extend beyond the self to cultural patterns. Therefore, the specific 
cultural context of South Africa and the Eastern Cape is a factor in the difference between 
viewing behaviour and rules set out by the different families in different contexts. This much 
we have elaborated. What still needs further explanation; however, are differences in 
reception of the television programme between respondents from different families. Evidence 
emerged in the study that families that belong to one culture make different responses. An 
explanation, in the work of Hoover and Clark (2008), was offered to account for that or that 
anomaly. The disjuncture that existed and was pointed out earlier is that family outlooks are 
still connected to the wider macro-environment. This section of the study presents us with the 
opportunity to look at the socio-economic issues that have emerged as a further divide 
between families in the township. 
5.5. The breakdown of family structures 
Theories of citizenship (Hartley, 2010) suggest audience members learn more from television 
when the only logical and easy connection they can make with the outside environment is 
with media products, instead of political processes, (for example, see Malila, 2013). This 
connects to the argument that social issues such as development or modernisation, patterns of 
family migration, the loosening of kinship ties and housing conditions, influence everyday 
life and intersect with television viewing. “The roles and meanings of television in families 
depend on levels of socio-economic class within countries, and not just on the overall level of 
national development” (Lull, 1990:160).  
In order to fully comprehend the meaning that a young person in a township makes of a 
television, we thus need to look at the specific socio-economic issues that affect them. This 
research looked at citizenship studies in order to understand the specific socio-economic 
issues that act on the South African individual. Some of those issues include the fact that 
South Africans have a history of being neglected and shut out of the wider macro, political 
setting, and thus find alternative structures to exercise their citizenship in the media 
(Wasserman and Garman, 2012). In the case of Intersexions, South Africans, because of a 
breakdown of society, is a nation that fails to provide employment and decent living 
conditions and education to a great majority of the population, and a nation where tradition 
fails to educate about modern problems, television becomes a very good resource to teach 
about such problems. 
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C: I was going to say that our parents, some of them, are old fashioned. So some 
children, well the older ones, have not received information about HIV so they just do 
whatever. So I think that the programme is very educational.  
C: DJ Mo. The things that DJ Mo did are not right. We tend to look up to our older 
brothers and he played that part of what our older brothers get up to in the places that 
we are not allowed to go. That character was able to show us a life beyond what we 
know that is why I liked him.  
D: As we have said, it’s an educational programme, so it’s very useful to our lives 
because it teaches us a great deal.  
D: I like the programme because it shows us how easily and how quickly HIV can 
spread from one partner to another. For example in a love triangle, Intersexions shows 
us how easily HIV can spread from one person with HIV to the third person. It shows 
us how easily people can be infected with HIV if they don’t take the necessary 
precautions.  
5.6. Media citizenship  
Media citizenship emerges from the cultural side of political citizenship (see Chapter three 
and Hartley, 2010), which means that media citizenship is the use of popular media as a 
platform for identities, relations and communities (Hartley, 2010). This form of citizenship is 
mostly enacted by people who have been excluded from classic citizenship; they enter the 
realm of politics - groups like women, workers, immigrants and children. Thus these 
excluded audiences and fans use leisure entertainment to inform themselves and to connect 
with co-subjects (Hartley, 2010). 
C: Yes, I discuss Intersexions with my friends sometimes. I sometimes ask them 
about that guy’s story and what they would do if a similar situation were to occur to 
them, say if you started dating a family member unknowingly. 
A: The thing that we discuss the most are guys and how they can cheat, sleeping 
around with different women without using a condom. We discuss these things to 
check from friends if my boyfriend is not doing the same thing.  
B: Another thing that we talk about are situations similar to that of Zolile, who knows 
that he has this one girlfriend that he loves but he can go to other girls and tell them 
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he loves them. So I am adding to the point that Intersexions shows us when we are 
being played. Sometimes a guy wants to talk to you and then the next day he wants 
nothing to do with you. In that case it’s obvious that he doesn’t love you and we see 
that in Intersexions.  
A: Intersexions shows us things that are happening around us. We know that here in 
Ginsberg certain things do happen and Intersexions is as if it is based here in 
Ginsberg. And Intersexions shows us life as it is in different areas, in the townships, 
rural areas…  
Thus in the very process of consumption of commercial pop culture, media citizens also act 
as producers of ‘imagined communities’ – and real associations – that cut across formal 
citizenship. In South Africa more than 82% of young people use television (more than any 
other medium) to service their informational needs (Malila, 2013). Young people in the 
country trust the media more than they trust any other institution, including government 
institutions. Popular culture is the media topic that the youth are mostly interested in, with 
respondents recording close to 90% approval. The findings of citizenship studies connect to 
the findings in this chapter because respondents have indicated that the reason they find 
Intersexions useful is because it resonates with their own lives. This is also consistent with 
the discussion presented in Chapter two that detailed the changes made in broadcasting in 
South Africa that targeted the sector as a vehicle for social learning and national unity. 
A: I relate to that nurse because I don’t like her, I don’t like the way she is. My 
mother is a nurse and she makes things difficult to say. If she was not like that she 
would have allowed her daughter to admit that she was pregnant. The nurse is too 
judgemental. She thinks that her daughter will not make mistakes. That is sometimes 
very boring because what people do sometimes are mistakes and not done on purpose.  
A: It is different because it teaches us about what is happening in our daily lives, 
things like multiple partners. For example, I like Generations and Isibaya but 
Generations and Isibaya don’t teach much, they just have extended drama. 
Intersexions is interesting and it teaches.  
C: Intersexions is educational and it is based on things that we see as we grow up. 
What I am saying is that we go out and drink and see women, but when we watch 
Intersexions we realise that we have encountered certain things through the 
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programme. So it warns us that we still have time, so if there is no condom rather 
don’t have sex.  
C: For example there was an episode where a young child that dated an older man. 
She did not know anything about him; she just saw that he was driving a nice car not 
knowing that she was getting herself into a dangerous situation.  
D: I agree. The most interesting thing about Intersexions is that most people can relate 
to it, especially people that are sexually active, because it is something that happens. 
D: It shows the way the youth is and how they are. 
5.7. Illusion of reality 
These comments are closely related to the discussion on the ‘illusion of reality’ that viewers 
recognise in some television programmes and thus enjoy watching them (Ang, 1985).Viewers 
relate to a sense of realism that is portrayed by the programme. The programme is realistic 
because they recognise what is on screen and relate to it denotatively - the screen resembles 
real life - and connotatively which means that certain parts of the programme are selected and 
recognised as real. 
B: It might not be realistic, it’s a drama, but the things that happen on the programme 
are things that happen to us as well. So there are lots of things that we learn from the 
programme. 
B: What I find the most appealing is that Intersexions is reality because it is what is 
happening it most relationships in the community.  
M: So you relate to it because it depicts reality? 
B: Yes. Because what we see on the programmes are things that really happen, so you 
get interested to see if you are ever in such a situation what kind of solution do you 
find. So when you are watching the programme you try to strategize how to deal with 
such a situation if you were ever to be in one.  
D: I agree with what was just said. The most interesting bit is that most people can 
relate to Intersexions, especially people who are sexually active because it is 
something that happens.  
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5.8. Tragic structure of feeling and the melodramatic imagination 
The theories forwarded by Ang (1985) allow us to contemplate how socio-economic 
differences within the township and within different families influence television 
interpretations made by individuals. The point noted above is that viewers recognise a certain 
reality in the programme; hence they enjoy watching it because they can see a sense of 
themselves and their communities. Ang (1985) builds on this and argues the way viewers 
interpret a television programme depends on the competencies they have developed from 
their culture or society. Therefore, viewers who have developed the ability to recognise a 
reality in soap operas will enjoy them; viewers who haven’t will not enjoy them. The tragic 
structure of feeling is, therefore, a complex mix of meanings made by viewers watching a 
programme that makes the tragic nature of daily life meaningful. The tragic structure of 
feeling is made possible by the way that the programme is formally and ideologically 
structured, but whether meaning is also actually ascribed depends on the cultural orientations 
of the viewers concerned. The programme being an educational serial allows viewers to react 
to it differently than they do to other melodramas.  
B: Another thing is that some soapies are all alike, there is no difference; it’s always 
the same thing. You know what to expect from one episode to the next. Some things 
have become cliché and boring because it’s always the same thing. Intersexions is 
different because it shows how HIV infections occur, something that we hardly see 
from other soapies and it also shows the way that relationships happen.  
E: Intersexions is very different to other programmes. Intersexions is educational and 
it is based a lot on the youth. 
B: And Generations does not educate, at least Intersexions educates and touches on a 
lot of things that you realise that you must stop doing. 
A: It is different because it teaches us about what is happening in our daily lives, 
things like multiple partners. For example, I like Generations and Isibaya but 
Generations and Isibaya don’t teach much, they just have extended drama. 
Intersexions is interesting and it teaches.  
Despite these comments made by the respondents, Ang (1985) makes the point that the 
researcher needs to look deeper and recognise that the tragic structure of feeling is not 
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implicit in the nature of the television programme. The programme only makes sense to the 
individual because of a half-conscious realisation of the tragic side of ordinary everyday life 
and that realisation will only happen if the audience is sensitive to it. Viewers must, therefore, 
have a certain cultural competence or orientation in order to recognise the melodramatic 
imagination and project themselves into it (Ang, 1985: 78). This competence is demonstrated 
by the following comments:  
B: I like the fact that Intersexions is educational and it shows us exactly what is going 
on between relationships, loves and HIV. 
A: I think it’s useful. Firstly, it helps with school because it sometimes educates about 
school like for example that dating a guy is not more important than school. Secondly, 
it educates me about issues concerning love. It shows me that sex is not important; the 
most important thing is communication between you and your boyfriend.  
D: It also shows us that it is not right to date someone older than you, guys with cars 
for example, because when they turn the corner they are with someone else.  
A: It also shows that it’s not okay to date someone older than you.  
Although melodrama might be dismissed by some people who do not have the competencies 
required to understand it (Ang, 1987), it seems that the respondents in this research enjoy and 
find Intersexions useful. Viewers must, therefore, have a certain cultural competence or 
orientation to understand and evaluate a television programme in a melodramatic way. This 
study has reported the instances of respondents describing how educational Intersexions is 
and how useful it is to their lives. Comments such as this one illustrate the point:  
B: I can say that, to add on to what has just been said, Intersexions is a very good 
programme and I wish it can continue. There are parts that take place in a shebeen; a 
guy and girl meet and afterwards they discover that there is not a condom. So the 
show makes you aware of such situations.  
A: It’s very educational to the youth, and it shows things what happen on a daily basis 
in different areas. Let’s say you go and study somewhere and you meet different 
people and are influenced by peer pressure. So Intersexions teaches about peer 
pressure and that we must not be afraid to say no to our friends.   
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5.9. Social consciousness  
What also emerged from the interviews is that there was a deep sense of involvement with the 
programme; the respondents related personally to the situations and the characters. Social 
consciousness as worked out by Lull (1990) presupposes that a systematic form of 
relationship takes place between the audience and the television they watch. Audience 
members interact ‘parasocially’ with television characters and become acquainted with them 
(Lull, 1990: 73). The interaction that occurs is primarily an investment of interest or emotion 
by the audience member into the lives and situations that are portrayed on screen.  
M: Are there times that you have to leave the room because you are uncomfortable? 
B: I can’t say that I am ever uncomfortable; instead I don’t want to miss a single bit of 
action of Intersexions.  
A: Sometimes I only leave the room because I find that what is going on in 
Intersexions is exactly what is happening to me. So I have to leave the room because 
it makes me worried because it shows me that what I have been suspecting is true.  
D: That is exactly when I get more strength to watch it because it is telling the truth. 
B: And it’s going to solve that problem that you had.  
B: Intersexions is useful to me because it has free advice. There are times when you 
feel that something affects you so much that you can’t even share it with a friend. So 
Intersexions helps in those situations because it will present our problems and 
solutions you can try. 
A: At home, as far as I know, my dad never cheated. He just married my mom even 
though he was already married. The way that I see things is that there are a few 
married men in the world who are faithful to their wives. I hate that. That is why I 
want to be that Mimi character so I can beat up all the mistresses. 
5.10. Difference in education and socio-economics 
What became apparent in the data is that there is a glaring difference between the responses 
that came from respondents from DET schools and those from former Model C schools in the 
focus groups. The former seem to take Intersexions much more literally than the latter; they 
recognised the reality of Intersexions much more readily. They seem to take life lessons from 
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Intersexions that respondents from Model C schools do not. Learners from DET schools, both 
male and female, demonstrated a much stronger competence in interpreting and understand 
the programme and thus related to it much more. Radway (1984: 50) made a similar 
observation in her study of housewives who read romance fiction in terms of socio-economic 
position being a significant factor in meaning making, “... reading habits and preferences of 
Smithton women are complexly tied to their daily routines, which are themselves a function 
of education, social role and class position”.  The previous comment and the one following 
are both from male respondents who attend the local former DET Qonce High School and 
Forbes Grant High School: 
A: I have learnt a lot of things from Intersexions. Let’s say that I got to university and 
I’m a first year student, I have learnt that I must not look to be a playboy and not use a 
condom. 
A: I can say that it is the characters. I think that the way the programme is structured 
the characters are created so that they can convey the message to the youth.  They are 
able to do so through their actions and the way they talk. 
B: It’s educational to the youth, and it shows things that happen on a daily basis in 
different areas. Let’s say you go and study somewhere and you meet different people 
and you are influenced by peer pressure. So Intersexions teaches about peer pressure 
and that we must not be afraid to say no to our friends.  
C: There is a character I remember in the programme. He had just arrived in the rural 
area from a township. And, there is a girl that he likes but he has to work hard for her. 
That is something that has happened to me.  
Female respondents that attended DET schools also spoke along the same lines. They also 
spoke as people with the competence to wholly believe and analyse the content of 
Intersexions as a melodrama that is of purpose and value to their lives. I will quote 
generously from a focus group of female respondents who attend a local high school, Qonce 
High.  
B: Intersexions is good because it shows that we keep secrets that we do not know 
what or how these secrets are going to affect us when they come out. Intersexions 
teaches us that we can hide and hide things but when the truth comes out, it does and 
it affects a lot of people. 
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E: Yes. It is useful. It is because what happens on the programme affects and it 
educates me at the same time. It also changes me and teaches me not to do some 
things that I had been doing.  
D: It shows us that husbands and boyfriends are not busy all the time. They use that 
time that they are supposed to be with you doing important things to date mistresses 
and girlfriends. So those are things that we must be aware of as the years go by.  
A: Again, it helps us when it comes to relationships because it shows us how it is 
when you are really loved or when you are being played. 
B: What I’ve learnt and determined to do is to be honest to my children. Lying to 
them leads to very bad results like incestuous dating.  
A: Another thing that I’ve learnt is that we must protect us all the time when it comes 
to sex. It also teaches that when it comes to relationships there are times to like 
something and there are times not to like.  
This way of understanding the programme differs slightly from respondents who attend 
former Model C schools from around King Williams Town such as the boys high school, 
Dale College (which is more than 150 years old), St Christopher’s, and West Bank, situated 
in affluent formerly white residential neighbourhoods, who have been afforded by their 
parents a somewhat higher level of education. Although they too articulate that they find the 
programme useful with regards to HIV and other educational aspects, they did at times 
question the overall objectives of the programme. The two sets of learners relate to the 
programme on the whole because they find that the reality that they see in their everyday 
lives is correctly depicted by the television programme. Where they differ is on how much 
they take from the programme and apply to their lives and how much they take the 
programme and its teachings literally. This is what female respondents from Model C schools 
had to say: 
C: We can say that it’s useful and it is educational to us but what about other people 
out there? The environment that we live in, or let me say the environment that I live 
in, I cannot say that it teaches, instead it allows people to do the wrong thing. In 
Intersexions there are scenes with sugar daddies in cars; here in Ginsberg there are 
forever young girls who chase after men with cars. You will find that many parents 
are hurt by such situations; they want their kids who have been gone the whole 
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weekend. It’s like some people don’t have a sense of right and wrong; they are after 
money and they obtain that money through sex, not knowing what is going to happen 
after that money is gone. The money will finish, AIDS won’t. They don’t think of 
AIDS. 
M: What you are saying is that as much as Intersexions teaches, the environment also 
pushes people to do the wrong things? 
C: Yes. 
A: I think that Intersexions teaches and sends us to these wrong things. I mean that at 
least the programme teaches that when you do these things, do them smartly; have 
sex, but use a condom. Even young children who watch Intersexions will get to realise 
that it’s about doing these things but bearing in mind the message in Intersexions that 
you must use precautions.  
Unidentified speaker: So I think it is sending us to do these things, but they give us 
the consequences.  It gives us both sides, it says here you go, see for yourself, but it 
does not prevent us from doing things.  
A: Yes it is useful to your life if you think about what has happened after you have 
watched it. It is going to help you in future because you have seen what happens, so it 
teaches you to be aware of certain situations. If you watch it for the sake of 
entertainment then it’s not going to help you because you are watching it just. 
C: It’s 50/50. It’s useful sometimes and sometimes it’s not useful because you know 
what you are going to do and not going to do. So it’s the same as something that is 
just acted out – a drama. 
E: I just watch the parts to do with sex, but otherwise I don’t find it useful.  
Male respondents echoed these sentiments: 
D: Well yes. In the end you think about those things, for example when you are about 
to have sex and you don’t have a condom; you will think about Intersexions and 
decide against such an action. Overall though, no; Intersexions is not useful. I think 
with most people, even if they get the message, it’s still no. With the youth today, I 
don’t think that Intersexions changes anything.  
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B: To me Intersexions details problems more than solutions, things like unprotected 
sex and multiple partners but they don’t say what the solutions are. So I cannot say 
that Intersexions inspires me to learn something good from it, but I learn that what is 
happening to me also happens in other places, so it inspires me to do more sex.  
D: That’s my point exactly… 
5.11. The context of unequal education  
It is through these responses that we can reiterate the arguments of Lull (1990) and Ang 
(1985) who state that the interpretation of programmes by viewers is connected to their 
culture, history and socio economic standing. Although both sets of respondents were able to 
connect Intersexions with their everyday realities; the internalisation and interpretation of the 
programme differs with regards to income. Respondents who belong to more or less the same 
culture but are divided socio-economically make very different summaries of the programme. 
These findings reflect the skewed development that has occurred in post-apartheid South 
Africa.  
The social effects of apartheid are still with present South Africa, a country together with 
Brazil with the top international household income inequality and Gini coefficient 
measurements (Pasquali, 2011; Seeking in Strelitz, 2000). Inequalities between black people 
in South Africa have opened up and in income are not just consistent with race but class too. 
The professional elite and the educated benefited the most from the end of apartheid and the 
new South Africa. “As a result, South Africa is currently witnessing the emergence of a 
differentiated class structure among the African population, which includes a strong middle 
class and a tiny economic elite. “In other words, the country’s income maldistribution is 
increasingly shifting from being ‘race’ to class-based (Strelitz, 2004: 7). These social 
inequalities also extend to education and it can also be argued that the educational 
inequalities left by the apartheid administration persist today (van der Berg, 2007). Hunter 
(2010) writes that the divisions in the South African education system have been worsened by 
the high price of quality education that cannot be afforded by most. A larger number of 
people in South Africa are forced to send their children to township schools that still suffer 
from infrastructural shortages. The non-governmental organisation Equal Education contends 
that the investment of R146 and R1146 made by the government in the 1980s towards the 
education of black and white children respectively is very difficult to reverse 
(equaleducation.org, 2013) .  
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5.12. Family orientation 
Through an interpretation of the data, this study finds that a theory that presents a better way 
to understand how the household or the viewing influences the individual is family 
orientation (Lull, 1990). The theory that helps understand the difference in interpretation 
between learners from the same community in different schools is the theory of family 
orientation. These family orientation patterns basically tell the story of two levels of socio-
economic realities, one better off than the other and thus that material reality influencing how 
individuals make sense of the world, including television. The style of family communication 
contributes to the child’s cognitive mapping of situations encountered outside the family 
context (Lull 1990). This difference is expressed in different competences between the two 
sets of families. In conversation socio-orientated individuals are more agreeable, supportive, 
and self-disparaging, while concept-orientated individuals ask for facts and frequently 
disagree. What the respondents from the superior Model C education background display is 
that because of a difference in material circumstances in some families, children from those 
families will be much more critical of television. One of the respondents from the former 
Model C schools, who were very articulate, questioned the story behind Intersexions: 
Moderator: Is there anything gentlemen that I have left out that you want to mention? 
F: Well, The way that it ended, no one knows the main person, since it’s a chain; no 
one knows who started the whole thing.  
Unidentified speaker: So it ended without a proper finish. 
One of the female respondents in the same family orientations also added a comment that was 
not wholly captured by the melodramatic imagination of the programme and its educational 
ideals: 
A: Yes, if you think about what has happened after you have watched it it’s going to 
help you in future because you have seen what happens so it teaches you to be aware 
of certain situations. If you watch it for the sake of entertainment, then it’s not going 
to help you because you are watching it just.  
C: The way I see Intersexions, I do not like it since every episode that plays there will 
be a guy or girl that is going to cheat whether they are married or in a relationship. So 
that’s what I don’t like about Intersexions.  
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Moderator: Anything else? … Please just feel free. 
Respondent A: What I don’t like about Intersexions is that I think that it’s more about 
sex but you don’t actually learn what we must be doing to avoid getting infected with 
HIV, which is their main aim, I think, to limit the rate of HIV infection. What we 
mostly see on the programme are people cheating having sex and all but they do not 
say what we must do from there. 
The usefulness of the family orientation theory over the family distinction theory (Hoover 
and Clark, 2008) is that the former acknowledges that family television viewing behaviour 
and interpretation are linked to the overall social context, more so to the socio economic 
context of a particular country. Lull’s (1990) findings were that socio-orientated individuals 
use television for creating background noise, for companionship, to punctuate time, to 
regulate talk and plan activities, to illustrate experience, to provide common ground, for 
conversational entrance, to reduce anxiety, to provide an agenda for talk, for verbal contact, 
as a family relaxant, to reduce conflict in the home, to model behaviour, to solve problems, to 
make consumer decisions, to reinforce roles, for intellectual validation, and to facilitate 
arguments resonate with the uses of television found in Ginsberg. What the study found 
further was that the concept of socio-orientated families in the township is the easiest 
conclusion we can draw when we consider the marginalised nature of these communities. 
What a deeper analysis of the findings suggests is that the township is much more complex 
than we might imagine. Because of material inequalities, some families display concept 
orientation and are much more critical in their use of television. The challenge for the future 
is to map these class inequalities that have developed in the course of a democratic South 
Africa, and to see the extent to which the inequalities divide townships across South Africa.  
5.13. Conclusion 
What these findings highlight is that families in Ginsberg are not concept orientated as such. 
The evidence that has been discussed suggests that they rather belong to the socio orientation. 
The difference between the two sets of individuals from the differing families is that their 
material circumstances differ and as such also many other qualities about them. Thus this 
study has found that although in most respects families in Ginsberg can be considered socio-
economic in character, some did portray concept orientated characteristics because of income 
inequalities between the different families. The different sections in this study have all 
touched on the matter of the macro environment influencing individual interpretation.  
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This truth has been apparent in the rules approach advocated by Lull (1990), in the concept of 
culture and audience studies argued by cultural studies, in the conception of genre argued by 
Creeber, and it is evident in the writing of Ang (1985) that the ability to read and understand 
television programmes depends on the environment. This study has argued that the family is 
a microcosm of that social environment that bears so much influence. Therefore, as much as 
culture is a factor in the interpretation of television messages, so too are socio-economics and 
income levels. That reality is evidenced by a noticeable difference in the interpretation of 
Intersexions by individuals from different families separated by income level.  
The next chapter concludes the study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
80 
 
CHAPTER SIX 
               Conclusion 
6.1. Introduction 
The previous chapter presented and discussed the research findings. The findings were 
interpreted using the theoretical framework discussed in Chapter Three. This chapter 
concludes the study. 
6.2. Summary 
This study set out to examine the home as the context in which television viewers in Ginsberg 
township make meaning of the television programme Intersexions. The focus of the 
investigation was on how the home, as a hierarchically structured environment, with possible 
tensions between parents and children over television viewership, influences the way that 
young people interpret Intersexions.  Young people are the primary target audience of 
Intersexions and thus the study presented an opportunity to test whether the culture or the 
society of Ginsberg conflicts with the way that young people received the television 
messages. 
The study also aimed to investigate if the rule regulated nature of family households impacted 
on the interpretation of educational television messages. Therefore, the study set out to 
examine the viewing of Intersexions within the community centred approach, which has been 
adopted by health communication research in South Africa. The approach advocates 
education of individuals about HIV/AIDS with their lived realities or their environments in 
mind. It is in this sense that the study has fulfilled its aim of furthering the cause of research 
that does not isolate the individual from his/her habitat. The argument posited is that to 
understand the way that viewers receive television messages, educational and otherwise, it is 
best to understand the socio-economic context where those viewers are found. The interesting 
finding to emerge from that focus is that a sharper focus must be paid to the township 
because of widening economic inequalities. Two sets of viewers have emerged, one critical 
of educational programmes and what they see on television, and the other wholly accepting 
of the reality depicted by television.  
To get to these findings, this study started with a brief overview of the thesis in Chapter one. 
In order to be true to its aim of contextualising the television viewer, the context within 
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which the study was conducted was discussed in Chapter two. The context chapter 
highlighted the broad history of the South African Broadcasting environment and the 
particularities which led to the endorsement and the production of educational programming 
for television. I also outlined the shift of focus with HIV/AIDS communication from 
individual based communication to a broader societal emphasis, which has served to inform 
the values enshrined in the current crop of educational programmes in South Africa. The 
chapter also sketched the history and socio-economic situation of Ginsberg, the township 
where the study was conducted. This focus gave us the specific context in which 
consumption takes place.  
Chapter three discussed the literature and theoretical perspectives that underpin the study. 
Cultural studies was the main starting point, offering the study the possibility to expound on 
theoretical debates concerned with  individuals and their involvement in a larger social world. 
The literature review also concentrated on audience studies, specifically on scholarship 
within that tradition that has emphasised a focus on the household as a context of television 
viewing. Therefore, due to the use of reception analysis, which is rooted in the qualitative 
research approach, Chapter four offered a discussion on qualitative research methodology. 
Qualitative methods were used to collect the data about the influence of the context of 
viewing on television viewership in the home. The study combined the use of participant 
observation and focus group interviews to unearth social relations within the home and the 
perspectives of viewers on Intersexions. Drawing from the theoretical perspectives discussed 
in Chapter three, Chapter five presented and analysed the data collected. The analysis 
answered the research questions as follows: 
6.3. The influence of viewing context on meaning making 
Within the framework of culture lived culture was discussed as a social process in which the 
text or the media message is brought into being at the moment the text and the reader meet, at 
the moment when the meanings of the text are actualised by viewers. Thus the study made 
the point about the social nature of meaning making, through the cultural studies emphasis 
that the interpretation of media messages is not a self-contained encounter between individual 
reader and text but an act that occurs within a particular social context which influences the 
way the interpretation is likely to be made. Thus broader social relations, although not wholly 
determining particular readings, set constraints and favoured the making of particular 
meanings rather than others (Buckingham, 2008: 223) This is consistent with the cultural 
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studies debates that were discussed in Chapter three that propose that culture is a ‘system of 
inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which people communicate, 
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about attitudes towards life’ (Drotner and 
Livingstone, 2008). Thus, this study proceeded from the starting point that, in order to 
understand reception and the process of interpretation, it is best we and understand the 
environment that audiences inhabit (Drotner and Livingstone, 2008), and hence the focus of 
this study is on the home as an immediate viewing context. These are the terms that the study 
set out in order to make culture the foreground of the study and to understand the social 
nature of meaning making. 
6.4. The rules approach  
The rules approach discussed in Chapter three informed one of the main questions asked by 
the study on the matter of how rule-bound families in Ginsberg were when it comes to 
television viewership. The perspective presented the argument that viewers interpret 
television messages within the patterned and structured environment of the home and that 
family members learn correct social conduct and behaviour through rules established at home 
(Hoover and Clark, 2008). According to the socio-cultural perspective, television culture and 
the television culture of young people is embedded in the everyday activities and social 
practices and discourse that surrounds and accompanies the use of television (Caronia and 
Caron, 2008). The encounter between young viewers and the media is not solely a cognitive 
process but rather a social activity mediated by socially shared knowledge and culture.  
The findings discussed in Chapter five suggest that households in Ginsberg do have rules that 
structure the activity of watching television. Further, the rules that were found present were 
not as strict about programme selection as other studies based in the Global North may have 
suggested. The findings pointed to a greater degree of freedom placed on children by parents 
in the township to select programmes of their choosing because these families are media 
saturated, saturated because they do not limit television viewing; they embrace it rather than 
contest it. This acceptance of media culture thus allows parents not to police television as 
other households who do not see the same educational and entertainment value consistencies 
between television and their own moral codes. The discussion in Chapter five took this 
discussion further and discussed how socio-economics influences family and individual 
outlook. 
 
83 
 
6.5. The home as a context of viewing 
Having discussed distinctions that might exist between families and the way that they chose 
to see the world and the media, the study ventured towards an understanding of the 
differences between families in Ginsberg township. Socio-economics became a major theme 
in the study. The question that was asked was how the different material inequalities between 
households affected the interpretation of the television programme Intersexions. The study 
theorised the household as a moral economy, as part of a transactional system which draws 
on the public world in the exchange of goods and meanings.  It is through this lens that we 
were able to understand that different families will draw on different cultural resources to 
enable the ability to interpret a media message. Therefore, the material social context of 
South Africa became a major factor.  
The breakdown of social and family structures due to apartheid and the social inequalities 
caused by systematic degradation bear fruits in the widening gap between the rich and the 
poor in the country. Therefore, due to educational inequalities that are linked to the history of 
apartheid’s uneven development, stark social gaps are apparent in the township (statssa, 
2011). This finding led to the conclusion that learners from different schools divided by 
historically poorly resourced township DET schools and learners from the better funded 
former Model C schools interpreted the programme very differently. The former group 
seemed to have the competency to relate to the reality of South African life depicted in 
Intersexions better than the latter group. This leads to a deepening of the understanding that 
socio-economic position is a significant factor in meaning making, and that interpretation is 
complexly tied to lived culture, which is tied to education, social role and class position.  
Although I went into the study seeking to widen the focus of research from individual to 
social and community based, the finding that this study made was not only the importance of 
the context of viewing to meaning making, but also the importance of material circumstances 
or socio-economics. Even more important was the realisation that the township in future will 
have to be studied less as a homogeneous dwelling and more as a complex social reality with 
a complex history. The material differences in schooling discussed in this study (also see 
Strelitz, 2000) reflect the economic inequalities between families and individuals in these 
communities. What the study has shed light on is the irrelevance of any thought that 
maintains that the township is a place where all and sundry live in degradation, and that they 
all share one way of seeing the world. The history of South Africa makes it easy for any 
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observer to group township people into one undifferentiated whole, without nuance. 
Therefore this study delved into the importance of the social aspect in the viewing context, 
and ultimately uncovered the importance of class divisions within that social world.  
6.6. Conclusion 
The different sections in this study have all touched on the matter of the macro environment 
influencing individual interpretation, from the rules approach advocated by Lull (1990) to the 
concept of culture discussed under audience studies. This study has argued that the ability to 
read and understand television programmes depends on the environment or the society. 
Findings presented by this study have highlighted that the family is a microcosm of that 
social environment and thus the home bears influence on meaning making. The home is a 
frame of interpretation because of family orientation and outlook which is, in turn, influenced 
by socio-economic standing.  Therefore, the interpretation of reality and television 
programmes are greatly influenced by the context of viewing.  
This chapter has given a summary of the entire study. The study has thus achieved its aims, 
that of setting out to explore the home as a context of viewing in television research. The 
study reiterated the importance of contextualised research that considers the wider 
environment of the audience in audience studies and health communication. 
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APPENDICES 
              Appendix A 
                                                   Focus group interview guide 
The influence of viewing context on meaning making: a reception study of the popular 
drama series Intersexions in Ginsberg Township. 
1. Introduction and welcoming respondents 
I would like to welcome you all, and thank you for coming. My name is Mvuzo 
Ponono, I will be the moderator of the interview. I am a student at Rhodes University 
in Grahamstown. This research study is a requirement for the attainment a master’s 
degree in Journalism and Media Studies. 
2. Ethics and ground rules 
The purpose of this study is to understand the popularity of Intersexions in South 
Africa. I would like to particularly discuss the way that you watch the programme 
with your family. I would also like to know how you make sense of the programme 
and how it is relevant to your own life. The information that you provide will help me 
understand how you make sense of Intersexions within your family. This discussion 
and the information that you provide is confidential and will be used by me for the 
purpose of my study. In the final product, I will not use any of your real names for the 
sake of privacy and confidentiality.  
 
I will be recording this discussion on an audio tape device, so that I can be able to 
easily refer to it later. 
 
I have brought you here to listen to what you have to say about Intersexions and your 
family. I will be asking questions, each one of you is welcome to contribute whatever 
comes to mind in answer to the questions. Please feel comfortable here, there are no 
right or wrong answers in this discussion. Anything you say will be very valuable, so 
please feel free to contribute. Please, also respect each other each other’s privacy; 
whatever is discussed here should end here. You are also welcome to leave if you 
change your mind about participating. 
 
The discussion will take about 45 minutes. Are there any questions before we begin? 
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3. Questions 
 
3.1 The popularity of Intersexions and thematic questions 
 Do you watch Intesexions?  
 If you watch it, what do you think about Intersexions? What do you like or dislike 
about it? 
 What do you relate to the most? Is it the characters, the story, the way the 
characters dress? Or anything else? 
 If you were to choose to be one character in Intersexions, who would that be? 
Why? 
 Is Intersexions different from other programmes you like? How so? 
 
3.2 Interpersonal relations 
 Do you discuss Intersexions with your friends?  
 Do you talk about it with siblings?  
 Do you talk about it with parents? What do you discuss? 
 Do your parents say anything to you about the message that Intersexions 
relays about HIV/AIDS? 
 
3.3 Family relations 
 Do you have difficulties watching the programme at home? 
 Is it comfortable watching the programme at home? 
 Does anyone control what is watched at home? Who is responsible for 
selecting programmes? 
 Are you allowed to watch the programme at home? If not why? 
 Are there any disruptions that get in the way of you watching Intersexions at 
home? Chores maybe? 
 Do you have to leave the room when things in the show get uncomfortable? 
Have you ever had to leave the room? 
 What sort of situations make you feel uncomfortable? 
 What happens when scenes depicting sex appear on television or during 
Intersexions? 
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 Would you say that there are too many scenes in the programme that depict 
sex? 
 Do these scenes make viewing uncomfortable with family members? 
 Is there anything else that makes viewing Intersexions uncomfortable at home, 
maybe the language or anything else? 
3.4 Closing questions 
 Do you think that Intersexions is useful in your everyday lives? 
 Have you learnt anything from Intersexions that you apply in your daily lives? 
 Is there anything else that I have left out that you would like to point out relating to 
Intersexions? 
Thank you very much for your participation today. Thank you for sparing a bit of time to 
come for this interview. Once the final report is done, I can make it available to any of you 
that are interested in looking at it. For any further information please contact me on 073 678 
1430. 
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Appendix B 
                                                   Informed Consent Form 
The influence of viewing context on meaning making: a reception study of the popular 
drama series Intersexions in Ginsberg Township. 
 
RESEARCH PARTICIPATION AGREEMENT 
Students should give participants a signed  
copy of this agreement (and keep one). 
I___________________________ (participant’s name) agree to participate in the research 
project of ___________________________ (researcher’s name) on  
______________________________________________________ (short title / topic of 
research project). 
I understand that: 
1. The researcher is a student conducting the research as part of the requirements for 
a/an (Honours/Master’s/PhD) degree at Rhodes University. The researcher may be 
contacted on _____________ (cell phone) or ________________ (email). The 
research project has been approved by the relevant ethics committee(s), and is under 
the supervision of Prof/Dr/Ms/Mr __________________ in the School of Journalism 
and Media Studies at Rhodes University, who may be contacted on ______________ 
(office) or ___________________________  (email). 
2. The researcher is interested in (short description of the main focus areas of the 
research). 
3. My participation will involve (short description of the nature of participation required 
and the anticipated duration of this participation). 
4. I can choose not to answer any questions about aspects of my life and work which I 
am not willing to disclose. 
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5. I am invited to voice to the researcher any concerns I have about my participation in 
the study, or consequences I may experience as a result of my participation, and to 
have these addressed to my satisfaction.  
6. I am free to withdraw from the study at any time – however I commit myself to full 
participation unless some unusual circumstances occur, or I have concerns about my 
participation which I did not originally anticipate. 
7. The report on the project may contain information about my personal and/or word 
experiences, attitudes and behaviours. I agree that/ do not agree that my identity be 
made known the general reader. 
8. I agree to being recorded/ videotaped. 
 
Signed on (Date): _____________ 
Participant:  ___________________(print name) _____________________ 
Researcher:   ___________________(print name) ________________ 
 
